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Abstract 
Although the vast caregiving literature shows that adult children generally play a key role in 
providing social support to ageing parents, research on how childless people manage to get their 
social support needs met in old age is quite limited. The emerging demographic and sociological 
literature on childlessness among older people, primarily located in western countries, gives limited 
attention to those who are poor, as well as childless. In countries such as Malaysia, with a strong 
policy focus on care provision by family and limited state provision for older people, how older 
childless people who are poor manage to get their social support needs met is of significant policy 
and research interest. To date, there is no research that focuses on this topic within this context. 
The older population in Malaysia is heterogeneous, having experienced major social, economic and 
historical changes and development since the country gained independence in 1957. Older people 
who are childless and poor have remained largely “invisible” in the changing Malaysian social and 
policy contexts. The aim of this study is to explore the life experiences of childless and poor older 
Malaysians. The study provides an insight into the pathways to childlessness, the opportunities and 
constraints in life which resulted in them being childless and poor in older age, and, under these 
circumstances, how social support needs are managed in old age. A Life Course Perspective frames 
the study as this locates experiences in a social, historical, cultural and political context, is useful in 
understanding how the past shapes the future, and incorporates core concepts such as cumulative 
effects, linked lives, timing and agency.  
Thirty-four childless and poor participants aged 62–82 years old of different gender, ethnic group 
and marital status were recruited and interviewed using semi-structured interviews. These 
interviews were conducted by the researcher in three languages, and participants were able to 
choose the language used. Recruitment was conducted in the welfare office in Kuala Lumpur. All 
interviews were translated and transcribed into English. The thematic analysis of the data identified 
themes and patterns in relation to childlessness, accumulated advantages and disadvantages, and 
managing social support needs. The overall story was developed using deduction and then induction 
processes closely linked to the conceptual framework that drove the study.  
In all cases, a combination of individual, family, and structural constraints contributed to 
childlessness in old age. Poor family relationships in the family of origin, poverty and structural 
impediments to adoption, suggested that childlessness in older age is not simply an individual 
choice. In most cases, childlessness was affected by the environment and context in which they 
lived, as well as by the timing of transitions. Opportunities and constraints across their life course 
affected the accumulation of resources to provide for social support in old age. In most cases, 
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characteristics such as gender, marital status and ethnic group have enabled or constrained the 
process of accumulation of resources. The ability to accumulate financial, housing and social 
networks resources was influenced by their educational opportunities and attainment, employment 
types, intergenerational poverty, historical events and policy constraints. For most, it was a picture 
of accumulated disadvantage. Those who were managing better had accumulated earlier advantages 
in the form of affordable and stable housing, which was linked to past employment, as well as 
having good relationships with their social networks, such as family and friends. The analysis also 
revealed the importance of the state, religious and non-government organisations (NGOs) in the 
provision of assistance to support continued subsistence level living in the community.  
Although the availability of resources and access to support is important, individuals’ expectations 
and acceptability are also essential in managing needs. The older person’s definition of what help is 
acceptable and the source of assistance matter. In some cases, where managing needs challenged 
self-identity and esteem, older people adjusted their needs rather than accepting assistance from the 
networks. A surprising finding, given the policy and cultural context, was the limited expectation of 
support from extended family members.  
This study shows that for this group of older people, their lives are shaped by the structural context, 
the accumulation of advantages and disadvantages, and their agency. This study contributes to, and 
challenges, the literature regarding family support for older people, and draws attention to the 
experiences of this vulnerable group. The findings potentially inform the development of policies in 
Malaysia related to the development of resources for support in old age across the life course. This 
study also adds to the emerging literature on childlessness among older people and the use of Life 
Course Perspective in accounting for the experiences of older people in diverse social, cultural, 
historical and political contexts. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Overview  
Demographic changes, such as later marriage and falling fertility rates, have drawn research 
attention to childlessness in western and non-western countries (Hara, 2008). Coupled with an 
increase in life expectancy, the number of older people is rising as a proportion in the population as 
the number of younger cohorts becomes smaller. An ageing population raises concerns about social 
support for older people, particularly those with some need for care; adult children are identified as 
one of the primary sources of support for such older people. How older people without the support 
of children manage social support in their older age is of considerable policy, research and practice 
interest. There are extensive studies on ageing in the literature, and emerging research on 
childlessness in old age. As Umberson, Pudrovska, and Reczek (2010) stated, the growing number 
of people without children has warranted it becoming an important research area in itself. This is 
because childlessness has important implications for research and policy in understanding the 
diversity of modern families, changing family structures, labour force participation of women, and 
family caregiving roles (Koropeckyj-Cox & Call, 2007). Schröder-Butterfill and Kreager (2005) 
noted that, childlessness in old age for developing countries is of particular concern because of the 
tendency in these countries to rely on children for support in old age. In fact, research on 
childlessness in old age in relation to social support and networks has focused extensively on 
western countries. The experiences and their implication may differ between countries due to the 
differences in family systems (i.e. cultural values) and policy and service systems to support older 
people. 
 
Earlier studies presumed that the lives of childless older people differed from those of older parents. 
Both groups have different pathways to old age. The lives of the childless were seen as deviations 
from the normative life course especially among married individuals (Dykstra & Wagner, 2007) and 
women (Letherby, 2002). These individuals are faced with different opportunities and constraints in 
their life paths that are affected by the contexts in which they lived (Hagestad & Call, 2007). For 
example, intergenerational poverty is the major constraint that inhibits transition to marriage for 
some, and hence, non-parenthood. As part of studying their pathways to childlessness, some 
researchers have focused on the reasons for their childlessness and this included the link with the 
meaning and impact of childlessness. For example, Alexander, Rubinstein, Goodman, and Luborsky 
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(1992) found that among women “their lives had not conformed to the dominant life trajectory” (p. 
623) that resulted in regret. There are some critiques of constructing the pathways to childlessness 
as opposed to parenthood as negative and/or deviant (e.g. Allen & Wiles, 2013). This literature 
argued that greater understanding of the pathways and reasons for childlessness is an important 
determinant of whether women are concerned about their childlessness (e.g. McQuillan et al., 
2012). This may suggest that childlessness itself is associated with different consequences in 
various aspects of life, such as their social networks. In old age, for example, the existing research 
suggests that childlessness means older people lack social support and a safety net, especially when 
their health deteriorates (Albertini & Mencarini, 2014). 
 
Researchers have concentrated on the well-being and social networks of childless older people. 
These studies have focused on the difference between childless older people and older parents in 
terms of their psychological well-being in areas such as loneliness and depression (Chou & Chi, 
2004; Koropeckyj-Cox, 1998; Z. Zhang & Hayward, 2001); their social contacts (Grundy & Read, 
2012), social integration (Dykstra, 2006; McMullin & Marshall, 1996), and social support and 
networks (Albertini & Mencarini, 2014; Gironda, Lubben, & Atchison, 1999; Larsson & 
Silverstein, 2004). Other studies (Allen & Wiles, 2014; Schröder-Butterﬁll, 2004; Wenger, 2009; Z. 
Wu & Pollard, 1998) have studied older people without children specifically; some have also 
presented the experiences of childless older people in getting support in old age. This group of older 
people was also seen as more likely to be institutionalised, and many may be dependent on social 
services and programs to get their needs met, especially if they do not have adequate social 
(DeOllos & Kapinus, 2002) and economic resources. A dependency on formal services means that 
the experiences of support may vary among older people in different countries where there is 
variation in welfare systems (e.g. provision of formal services and state-based income support). 
 
Some studies have investigated the impact of marital status and gender in accessing support for the 
group of childless older people. For example, a longitudinal quantitative and qualitative study by 
Wenger (2001a) in rural Wales emphasised the importance of marital status and gender in 
influencing their social support (i.e. emotional, instrumental and financial support). However, there 
are few that explored the impact of any social and cultural differences of various ethnic groups. The 
current study on childlessness of older people in Malaysia, a plural society, could add to this gap in 
the literature.  
 
Another limitation of the current literature on older people and childlessness is that it has primarily 
been completed in countries with a well-developed welfare state that provides economic support 
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and a range of services to support older people. The situation in Malaysia differs. In the Malaysian 
context, childless older people are not a highlighted group in the literature on the ageing population. 
The role of family in support is expected, and often substitutes for formal support, particularly when 
the latter is non-existent or not well-developed (A. C. Y. Ng, Phillips, & Lee, 2002). Policies for 
older people are relatively recently developed and continue to have a strong emphasis on the 
provision of support by family members. In population surveys, the experiences and needs of this 
group has had very limited attention. Although a minority group (Teh, Tey, & Ng, 2014) within the 
older population, the position of childless older people warrants further investigation, particularly 
among the poor. Childless older people who are poor may potentially be doubly disadvantaged, 
having limited social and economic resources and no children to provide social support. To date, 
there is no study that has focused on childless older people who are poor, despite been mentioned in 
comparison with other groups (i.e. wealthier), such as in Schröder-Butterfill and Kreager (2005). 
They are relatively hidden from society and their unmet needs and methods of supporting 
themselves are unknown.  
 
What is missing is an understanding of the life experiences of childless older people who are poor 
in this context. The importance of exploring childlessness in context and the pathways they 
followed to enter old age without the support of children and a lack of resources, suggests that an 
understanding of life trajectories and the opportunities and constraints that influence such 
trajectories over a lifetime is important in identifying how current needs for social support are met. 
The knowledge of this area could potentially inform the policy and service systems about this 
group, and their support needs in Malaysia. 
 
1.2 Aims and Significance 
This research aims to understand the experiences of childless and poor older people within the 
Malaysian context in relation to social support in older age. It uses a Life Course Perspective. Older 
people are a very diverse group, with different individual characteristics, economic circumstances 
and life experiences. The research aims to bring into focus the experiences of a hidden group; those 
who are childless, older and poor in contemporary Malaysian society. They are often noted as being 
“invisible” and outside the norm (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007b) in western literature and by 
definition, often do not have effective advocates to raise the issues they face as they age. The 
research in gerontology or in social policy has not paid detailed attention to this group. The results 
of the current study can be added to the broader literature, including the research on the experiences 
of minority groups within ageing populations and the emerging literature on ageing in the Asian 
context.  
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Although previous literature has paid some attention to the poor older population in Malaysia 
(Yahaya et al., 2006) the current state of knowledge about this group of older people (i.e. childless 
and poor) in the country is limited. At a time of rapid social and economic changes, it could be 
argued that they are at risk of being neglected. This current study focuses on this group that has 
limited attention in the research and policy literature, but is potentially put at risk by these policies. 
The challenges faced by this group of people, and how they manage these challenges, can also be 
documented. As noted in DeOllos and Kapinus (2002), childless older people face challenges to be 
responsible for meeting their own needs in old age as they will not receive assistance from children. 
This is important in the Malaysian context where the primary sources of support are the family and 
community. 
 
From a policy perspective in Malaysia, there is a strong focus on familial support and self-
sustainability in old age. There are some residual services (e.g. public shelters and limited financial 
assistance) provided by the state, but there is little information, from the perspective of childless 
and poor older people, on their social support needs and experiences, and how they manage them to 
continue living in the community without the support of children. The study seeks to illuminate 
some understanding of the needs, experiences, capabilities and resources of this particular group of 
older people to inform future services and policy development. 
 
This study, which also looks at the impact of the life course on the availability of social support in 
old age, will contribute to the use of the Life Course Perspective in studying ageing in this context. 
This will not only contribute to the literature theoretically, but also in developing Malaysian and 
international literature on childlessness in older age. 
 
1.3 Research Questions 
The specific questions are as follows: 
In the Malaysian context, 
1) What are the transitions and trajectories in poor older people’s lives that they see are linked 
to them being childless in old age? 
2) How have opportunities and constraints over the life course affected the accumulation of 
resources to provide social support for older age? 
3) How do poor older people who are childless manage to get their current social support needs 
met, given the accumulated resources over their life course? 
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1.4 A Brief Overview of the Methodology 
Although earlier studies have contributed to understanding the lives of the general older population 
in Malaysia, the understanding of how childless and poor older people are faring is limited. They 
are not visible as a social grouping and are a hard-to-reach research population. It requires an 
exploratory study using a qualitative approach. This approach provides an in-depth understanding 
of a particular group that has not come to attention in the Malaysian context. The study uses a life 
history method that gives some emphasis to transitions and trajectories (Locke & Lloyd-Sherlock, 
2011) and individuals’ interpretations of their life experiences (Muirhead, Levine, Nicolau, Landry, 
& Bedos, 2013) to answer the research questions. The Life Course Perspective suggests that it is not 
only individuals who influence their own life experiences, but also family and the broader social, 
historical and cultural contexts that interact with that individual’s world. The study is set in Kuala 
Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia. It uses purposive sampling targeting childless and poor older 
people. The details on research methodology are discussed in Chapter Four. In the next section, an 
overview of the key concepts used in this study is provided. 
 
1.5 Key Concepts  
In this research “older people” are defined as those who are aged 60 years or above. Malaysia has 
adopted this definition from the United Nations Assembly on Ageing in Vienna 1982 and 
policymakers have taken it into consideration in formulating policy on ageing (Ong, 2001). This is 
also in line with the Malaysian Minimum Retirement Age Act 2012 which stated that the private 
sector employees’ retirement age is set at 60 years old, the same as the retirement age in the public 
sector. Many previous studies on the ageing population in Malaysia have also grouped “older 
people” as those who are aged 60 years or above (e.g. Yahaya, Abdullah, Momtaz, & Hamid, 
2010). 
 
“Poverty” status in Malaysia is determined by gross household income (Hatta & Ali, 2013). The 
monthly poverty line income is currently defined at less than RM 763
1
 (per household monthly 
income) in Peninsular Malaysia, RM 1048 in Sabah and RM 912 in Sarawak (Economic Planning 
Unit and Department of Statistics Malaysia) (DOSM, cited in Hatta & Ali 2013). Currently, there is 
no measure of individual poverty status per se. In the current study, older people who received 
financial assistance, which is targeted at the poor from the welfare department, are identified as 
poor.  
                                                 
1 
The national average household income in 2009 was at 4,025 MYR per month. In Kuala Lumpur, in the same year it 
was at 5,488 MYR per month, with the median at 4,409 MYR per month. (Household Income and Basic Amenities 
Survey Report, 2009) 
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The definition of childlessness is a complex matter. “Childlessness” is defined as those: (1) who 
never had children, (2) who outlived all their children
2
; and/or (3) who are estranged from or not in 
contact with their children. This definition reflects themes which emerged from a review of 
literature (Allen & Wiles, 2013; DeOllos & Kapinus, 2002; Dykstra & Wagner, 2007) that 
suggested childlessness was not simply a matter of not having children, but also considering those 
who outlived or were estranged from their children. Some researchers have also considered the 
definition of childlessness on foster (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007b), adopted (Koropeckyj-Cox, 
Pienta, & Brown, 2007), stepchildren (Z. Zhang & Hayward, 2001) and de facto
3
 childlessness 
(Schröder-Butterfill & Kreager, 2005; Zimmer, 1987). In general, childlessness in the current study 
considers older people who have no support of children regardless of how the term “children” is 
being defined. 
 
Voluntary and involuntary childlessness arguably have different consequences in life such as that 
related to their psychological well-being (Jeffries & Konnert, 2002) and/or stereotyping or stigma 
(Letherby, 2002). McQuillan et al. (2012) also investigated if childlessness concerns differ with the 
various reasons of childlessness. For other researchers, childlessness was seen as a matter of choices 
or circumstances (Connidis & McMullin, 1996). However, this differentiation between the groups 
of childless is not of major interest. This perspective is similar with Keizer, Dykstra, and Jansen 
(2008) who intentionally ignored the “type” of childlessness, but rather concentrated on “remaining 
childless” (p. 864), and focused on life pathways to childlessness instead of treating it as a static 
decision. This current study recognises that the pathways to being childless in old age differ 
(Hagestad & Call, 2007), and the experiences of non-parenthood will therefore vary (Allen & 
Wiles, 2013).  
  
“Social support” is a complex concept and literature on it is vast. In this study, it refers to transfers 
of financial, instrumental, emotional and informational support within the social network 
(Antonucci, Akiyama, & Sherman, 2007; Lepore, 2012). Consistent with Bowling (1991), social 
support is defined “as the interactive process in which emotional, instrumental, or financial aid is 
obtained from one’s social network” (p. 69). In line with this definition, social support is seen as 
being sourced from social networks (i.e. informal support networks) that comprise family, friends 
and groups within the community, such as a religious community, non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) and charity groups. In this current study, support is also seen as being sourced from more 
formal support networks that involve the state agencies. 
                                                 
2
 There were no participants who reported outliving all their children from the sample of this study. 
3
 The lack of support from children in old age may be due to out-migration, divorce, handicapped children or 
estrangement (Schröder-Butterfill & Kreager, 2005, p.35). 
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1.6 Thesis Outline 
The thesis has eight chapters. This chapter provides an introduction to the research that includes 
the rationale, significance and the research questions of the study. It briefly provides a background 
of the research and its importance, as well as the potential contribution of the study to the literature 
as a whole. 
 
Chapter Two sets the context of the study. It includes a summary and discussion of relevant 
literature that provides a brief background of Malaysia, highlighting issues related to childlessness 
and older people. In Chapter Three, a review of literature on issues involving childlessness, 
pathways and consequences, childless older people, social support and networks, including formal 
and informal sources of support is presented. This chapter also provides a review of quantitative and 
qualitative approaches to researching the life course with childless older people. At the end of the 
chapter, there is a discussion on the theoretical framework used in this study, the Life Course 
Perspective. 
 
Chapter Four presents the research methodology used in this study. It explains the use of the 
qualitative approach in conducting this exploratory study. The design involves semi-structured 
interviews to explore perspectives on the life course of this group and how they manage living in 
the community with limited resources. The recruitment process, such as the selection of a 
recruitment site and the sampling method are outlined. It also outlines the analysis used, including 
the processes of translation and transcription, as well as the thematic analysis. The chapter 
concludes with a discussion of the role of gatekeepers and the ethical processes needed to carry out 
this study. Strategies to ensure rigour in the research are also discussed in this chapter. 
 
Chapters Five, Six and Seven are the findings chapters, organised to correspond to the three 
research questions. Chapter Five reports on the older people’s perception of how they came to be 
childless in later life. It takes into account their life transitions and trajectories that contributed to 
them being in this position. Chapter Six focuses on the accumulation of resources over time. It 
discusses the opportunities and constraints over their life course that affected their ability to 
accumulate resources that will provide social support in their older age. In Chapter Seven, their 
current position in managing their social support with limited resources is explored.  
 
Chapter Eight presents the discussion and conclusion of the study. This is completed with a 
discussion of the findings with the broader literature on childlessness particularly in old age and 
support in mind. The implications of the study on policy, practice and research are discussed. The 
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contribution of the study to research is also included, as well as some suggestions for future 
research in this area. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
THE MALAYSIAN CONTEXT 
 
This chapter provides an overview of the demographic, social and policy contexts of the ageing 
population in Malaysia. It begins with an overview of the ageing population in Malaysia, and then 
proceeds with a brief presentation of major historical and policy changes in the past. A discussion 
on policy related to older people in Malaysia follows. A more detailed understanding of older 
people in Malaysia is presented with an examination of a national representative dataset “Malaysian 
Population and Family Survey 2004”, a survey driven by the National Population and Family 
Development Board Malaysia (NPFDB). The chapter concludes with a summary of what is known 
about the ageing population generally in Malaysia, and gaps in understanding this population. 
 
2.1 Ageing in Malaysia 
Malaysia is a multi-racial society with a population of more than twenty-eight (28) million with 
91.8 percent being Malaysian citizens according to the 2010 census. The Malaysian population is 
comprised of three major
4
 ethnic groups with Malays
5
 and other Indigenous (67.4 percent); Chinese 
(24.6 percent), and Indians (7.3 percent) in 2010 (DOSM, 2011a). Slightly more than eight percent 
(8.4) of Malaysians were aged 60 or above in 2010, of which 56.9 percent are Malays
6
, 35.6 percent 
are Chinese and 6.4 percent are Indians. Currently, as a developing country and striving to become 
a developed nation by 2020, Malaysia is undergoing dramatic economic and social changes. Within 
the Peninsular area, western coastal areas have more older people in absolute terms as compared to 
the east coast (Hamid & Yahaya, 2008). This is attributable to the disparities in overall social and 
economic development between states. Along with the development process, the differences 
between urban and rural areas are widening due to rural–urban migration. The older population in 
urban areas is more likely to face economic hardship as the cost of living in cities is significantly 
higher than it is in rural areas.  
 
Increasing life expectancy, declining fertility rates and resultant increases in the proportions of older 
people have been the focus of world population studies. In Malaysia, life expectancy has increased 
from 55.8 years for males and 58.2 years for females in 1957 (Mahari, Othman, Khalili, Esa, & 
                                                 
4 
Other minority groups consist of 0.7 percent. 
5
 Malays are all Muslims (i.e. Islam as religion); Chinese and Indians are primarily Buddhists and Hindus respectively. 
Some non-Malays are Christian. 
6
 Included other Indigenous which comprised 9.4 percent of older population. 
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Miskiman, 2011) to 71.9 years for males and 77 years for females in 2010 (DOSM, 2011b). The life 
expectancy for 60-year-olds in Malaysia in 2010 was 17 years for males and 19 years for females 
(World Life Expectancy, 2010). The fertility rate dropped from 2.8 births per woman aged 15–49 
years in 2004 to 2.2 in 2010. The United Nations has predicted that 15 percent of the Malaysian 
population will be aged 60 years and above by the year 2035 (Hamid & Yahaya, 2008). This mix of 
increased longevity and reduced fertility has fostered concerns about the provision of economic and 
social support for older people (Department Social Welfare Malaysia, 2013). The retirement age has 
also been revised and was increased to 60 years in 2012 from 58 across public and private sectors, 
in response to the increase in longevity. 
 
An ageing population has a number of social and economic implications. Issues relating to social 
protection and security for the older population in Malaysia have been discussed widely by many 
researchers (Hamid & Yahaya, 2008; Ong, 2001; Ong, Philips, & Hamid, 2009). These studies 
acknowledged that the older population in Malaysia is a heterogeneous group with differences in 
demographic, socioeconomic, cultural and religious backgrounds. The knowledge of certain groups 
of the older population remains limited. One such group are older people who are poor and do not 
have the support of children in their old age.  
 
In Malaysia, the responsibility of younger members (i.e. adult children) in the family to take care of 
the older people has been emphasised at social, cultural and policy levels. It is common for older 
Malaysians to rely on family, particularly children, for assistance (Z. H. Wu & Rudkin, 2000). The 
norms and cultural practice of all ethnic groups are to reciprocate their parents’ care (Yaacob, cited 
in Teh et al., 2014). As pointed out by Ong et al. (2009), filial piety is still largely observed within 
Malaysian society. The government’s role in providing social support is more likely to complement 
rather than to replace family provision. In fact, measures have been taken by the government to 
encourage the family to be responsible and care for older people in society (Hamid & Yahaya, 
2008). Most tend to rely on their children for financial, as well as other social support (Masud, 
Haron, & Gikonyo, 2008).  
 
The modernisation of Malaysia has brought challenges for adult children fulfilling their traditional 
roles of providing support for parents. Women have increased opportunities in education, 
employment outside of the home, and increased mobility in relation to employment. These changes 
in women’s participation in society may make it more difficult to care for older family members, 
especially the sick older people (Tan, 1993). Changes in family household size reflect decreasing 
fertility rates, bringing increasing demands on the smaller base of the younger generation to provide 
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support for the larger base of the older population. This has subsequently resulted in stress on the 
family support systems (Teh et al., 2014). This could possibly result in the abandonment or 
estrangement of older people by the family members. Some older people on the other hand, have 
not had children over their lifetime or have outlived their children. This results in them having no 
access to the support usually provided by children. Assistance from the wider family (nephews or 
nieces), that is suggested in some literature (Allen & Wiles, 2014), is not easily available, as the 
younger members may have their own parents and family to take care of (Tan & Ng, 2000).  
 
Older people have experienced a series of transitions and trajectories in their lives. Those who are 
in a better economic position prior to retirement could have more opportunity to continuously 
receive income, such as interest, while those who have been living hand to mouth could possibly 
depend heavily on their children for assistance in later life (Masud et al., 2008). These older people 
who have limited financial resources are likely to be poor, as the result of earlier life events that 
caused disadvantage in later life. Also, they have limited opportunity to improve their financial 
status as their ability to work is limited in old age (Masud & Haron, 2008; Masud, Haron, & Hamid, 
2006). Therefore, older people who do not have the support of children and have limited economic 
resources are seen as a disadvantaged group as compared to others. The interactions between their 
life events that lead them into this position of being childless with limited resources to support their 
old age are of interest. The next section presents a brief overview of the historical events and the 
major key policy changes that may have impacted the lives of current older cohorts over their life 
course. 
 
2.2 Overview of Historical Events and Major Policy Changes 
This study focuses on older people aged 60 years or above in 2014. In general, their education 
trajectories were likely to have started around the early 1940s, for those who were born in the 
1930s. For the younger cohorts, those born in the early 1950s, their education may have ended in 
the 1970s, depending on their educational levels. Many older Malaysians are not well-educated. 
Given the economic conditions at that time, family resources were seen as determinant of school 
enrolment because children could perform productive activities instead of having schooling (De 
Tray, 1984). It is not surprising that older people started employment or work early in their lives 
with little schooling.  
 
Historical events and major changes in their childhood and early adulthood may have impacted their 
life course. The country (i.e. Malaya) was under British rule prior to its independence in 1957. At 
that time, the Peninsular Malaysia was known as Malaya, prior to the merger of Sabah and Sarawak 
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(also known as East Malaysia) and Singapore in 1963. In 1965, Singapore exited the formation, and 
Malaysia was formed (the Peninsular Malaysia, Sabah and Sarawak). Table 1 below gives an 
overview of the selected major events and changes that may be related to their life course. 
 
Table 1: Historical Events and Major Policy Changes 
Time Events and Changes 
1900s Early 20th century, Malaya economy grew and many Chinese and 
Indians immigrated to work in Malaya (under British rule). Malays 
were predominantly in rural areas and involved in agricultural 
activities; the majority of Chinese were in urban areas controlling the 
economy; while the Indians worked in rubber plantations and most 
lived in estates.  
1930s Economic recession. 
1940s 
Japanese Occupation (1942–1945)  
Communist Emergency (1948). These events displaced the usual 
social and economic arrangements and forced some families to flee. 
Early 1950s Villagers in selected areas were relocated to New Villages (a new 
resettlement) — as the result of communist insurgence. (Sufian & 
Ibrahim, 2011) 
1951 The Employees Provident Fund was established in 1951 — mandatory 
contribution of both employers and employees (Social protection and 
security in old age) — coverage limited to those employed in the 
formal sectors. 
1955 Employment Act — related to formal employment sectors, and to a 
lesser extent have influences on informal employment sectors. 
1957 Malaya gained independence from British. 
Early Period of 
Independence – 
1970 
Several policies were introduced to stabilise the social and economic 
disparities after independence. 
Housing was one of the focuses — the introduction of Low-Cost 
Housing Scheme (Sufian & Ibrahim, 2011) for urban poor. 
1962 Free primary education for all. 1964 — free lower secondary 
education. Education is free, but not compulsory until 2003 for 
primary education. 
1969 Racial tension broke out among Malays and non-Malays. One reason 
being was due to the economic segregation since British rule which 
saw an inequality of economic power between ethnic groups. The 
political instability at the same time triggered the tension. 
1970 English was the official and administration language pre- and post-
independence until the implementation of the National Language 
Policy in 1970. In line with the policy, the emphasis of the Malay 
Language began in stages in the education system (1970–1983). 
English medium schools were replaced by Malay medium schools. 
1971–1990 New Economic Policy (NEP) – aiming at poverty reduction and 
reduce economic imbalances among ethnic groups. Active rural–urban 
migration. 
1995 The introduction of the National Policy for Older People, specifically 
to address issues related to older people, including their welfare. 
1997 Economic Crisis. 
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Older people would potentially have experienced social, economic and cultural changes as a result 
of these broad events and changes. For example, the Japanese invasion may have interrupted older 
people’s education trajectories at that time when they were at school-going age. In other cases, they 
may have lost their individual and/or family resources, such as land or houses, during the war or 
economic crisis. These structural effects in their lives will be given some attention in the analysis 
chapters as it can potentially play an important role in shaping older people’s lives.  
 
The next section focuses on policies related to older people.  
 
2.3 Policies Related to Older People in Malaysia 
National Policy for Older People 
Prior to 1995, issues related to older people were addressed in the broad context of welfare (Ong et 
al., 2009). There was no specific policy for older people in Malaysia until 1995, when the 
government first formulated the National Policy for Older People (NPOP) and an Action Plan in 
1998 (Department Social Welfare Malaysia, 2013; Ong, 2001). The primary objective of the policy 
is to value older people as members of family, society and the nation by ensuring their self-dignity 
and well-being through care and protection, as well as assisting them to be self-reliant by having 
access to opportunities to contribute to national development. This policy and its action plan were 
reviewed in 2011, with the focus on preparation for older age through instilling a sense of self-
worth and dignity, as well as promoting intergenerational solidarity (Department Social Welfare 
Malaysia, 2013). Health care and services are also part of the plan to improve the quality of life of 
older people. 
 
Health Care 
In line with the national policy, the Malaysian government, through its 21st century national’s five-
year plan, has continued to pay attention to older people. The Eighth Malaysia Plan (2001–2005) 
focused on the health and care of the older people, while the Ninth Malaysia Plan (2006–2010) 
emphasised active and productive ageing via employment opportunities (Ong et al., 2009). The 
Tenth Malaysia Plan (2011–2015) continued to emphasise the health and well-being of older people 
in order for them to live independently within society. There is universal health care coverage in the 
country to ensure better access to health services. However, not all services are covered, which 
means there are some out-of-pocket expenses. These out-of-pocket expenses are an individual 
responsibility and sourced from their medical insurance or employees’ benefits, but most commonly 
for older people, it comes from their savings (Ong et al., 2009). The government has also introduced 
a program under “We care services” that provides transportation for older people to seek health care 
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treatment. Health care needs are generally accessible to all older people, especially those in urban 
areas. 
 
Employment and Retirement 
There is no state-based universal aged pension in Malaysia. The main source of economic support 
for the current older population comes from the Employees Provident Fund (EPF)
7
, the pension 
fund, their personal savings (Goh, Lai, Lau, & Ahmad, 2013) and financial transfers from adult 
children (Masud & Haron, 2014; Masud et al., 2006). The pension is a type of retirement fund that 
is only provided for civil servants or those who work with the government. The contributory 
retirement fund, such as EPF, is only available to those who work in formal employment. 
Retirement funds in Malaysia are largely contributory throughout the working years. The 
contribution is made both by employers and employees as a fraction of monthly salary. Those with 
a low income are likely to have problems if dependent on EPF (Hamid & Chai, 2013) as their 
retirement savings are lower. With limited social security coverage, older people are vulnerable to 
poverty (Masud & Haron, 2014), especially those in the informal employment sectors who did not 
have mandatory retirement funds. Long involvement in informal employment (e.g. domestic 
workers, small-scale unregistered company) also means no contribution is made into their 
retirement fund account for long periods. A report by the Department of Social Welfare, Malaysia 
(DSWM) in 2007, stated that about 40 percent of the labour force in Malaysia was involved in 
informal employment or was self-employed. This suggests that more than one third of the labour 
force do not have a stable income and/or regular contribution to a retirement fund, or have access to 
a pension fund. Masud and Haron (2014) also pointed out that more than 60 percent of those aged 
60–64 in 2007 had no social security. Although the government has introduced retirement savings 
schemes (e.g. the Private Retirement Scheme
8
 in 2012) to cater for this group, these initiatives have 
little impact on the current older population. Poor older people who are reaching old age without 
sufficient retirement funds and/or individual savings are most vulnerable.  
 
The Role of Family in Caring 
The focus of NPOP is to promote independence in old age. The provision of care for older people is 
still mainly expected from the family and community. In assisting the family to provide care for the 
older people, day care centres for older people have been established to assist family members to 
look after the older people. The implementation of tax deductions for older parents’ expenses (A. 
Chan, 2005), especially medical expenses, was designed to encourage children to take care of their 
                                                 
7
 It is a form of social protection available for employees in the private sectors. 
8
 It is a voluntary contribution to retirement fund for those in employment sectors other than formal sectors. 
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older parents’ medical needs. The National Family Policy has also emphasised family well-being, 
family values and family-friendly policies, and clearly seeks to strengthen the relationship and 
responsibility of family between generations (NPFDB, n.d). There is a continuous strong focus on 
family in both the policies and national plans, particularly on cross-generational support.  
 
Welfare Financial Assistance 
A public financial assistance scheme is provided by the state for poor older people who have no 
income and no family support, in order to sustain their lives living in the community. However, the 
key issue around this scheme is the sufficiency of the financial aid and the long-term affordability 
and sustainability of the scheme (Hamid & Chai, 2013). There is also financial assistance known as 
Baitulmal
9
 for the Malay community regulated by the Islamic Council. Baitulmal can also be in the 
form of housing assistance where the council assists in paying the rent on behalf of the recipients 
and these can be older people. This rental assistance can be paid to those living in the public or 
private rental market.  
 
Housing Related 
There is no provision in housing policy that is specifically directed to older people in the 
community, except for some emphasis on the facilities of the housing areas. There are housing 
programs that cater for the poor, such as the public low-cost housing program or People’s Housing 
Program (PHP). PHP is a Low Cost Housing Program launched in December 1998, to relocate 
squatters to adequate housing facilities in urban areas, mainly in the cities (7th Malaysia Plan; 8th 
Malaysia Plan). Those low-income individuals or families who managed to get a unit under this 
housing program are advantaged, given that the rent is at an affordable price. In Kuala Lumpur, all 
PHP units or public housing are built to rent, and the rent is at 124 MYR per month (Mat Asek, 
2012). Current older people may benefit from this program if they managed to obtain a unit earlier. 
As noted in Hamid and Chai (2013), the housing options for older people with low income are 
limited. Poor older people who do not have family that could provide support may end up homeless. 
The government has taken measures to address this issue through Acts and Rules focusing on poor 
and homeless older persons since the 1980s (Hamid & Yahaya, 2008). There are public homes or 
shelters for older people who lack support in the community. This institutional care is seen as a last 
                                                 
9
 Also known as “Zakat” which is an “Islamic taxation compulsory upon Muslims to help designated beneficiaries 
which include the destitute and the poor” (Masud et al., 2008, p. 626) among Muslims. It can be in the form of financial 
or housing assistance, such as paying for the rent on behalf of the recipient. Baitulmal recipients are not limited to older 
people only. 
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resort (Ong, 2001). Older people generally prefer
10
 and are encouraged by the policy context to 
remain living in the community and be independent rather than living in residential care.  
 
2.4 Understanding the Context from the Malaysian Population and 
Family Survey 2004 
A review of existing Malaysian datasets was undertaken to explore information about the 
characteristics of this group and their access to social support. The most recent data, the Population 
and Housing Census 2010, collects information at a household level; hence, it is not possible to 
identify older childless individuals. A more detailed understanding of older people in the Malaysian 
context is provided using the secondary dataset from the Malaysian Population and Family Survey 
(MPFS) 2004, which was the fourth and latest available dataset that was carried out by the National 
Population and Family Development Board Malaysia (NPFDB). It is a survey that is conducted 
every 10 years. The most recent (MPFS 2014) was conducted in 2014 and it was not available in 
time to provide the latest information of the population. The advantage of the MPFS dataset is that 
it is a survey captured at the level of individuals. Unlike the current census, it provides more 
information in relation to population, family development and even reproductive health to 
illuminate the particular features of older individuals in great detail. 
 
The MPFS dataset is a cross-sectional national representative dataset collected for the purpose of 
national and policy development. This survey of the older population (aged 50 and above
11
) living 
in the community was part of the complete series in MPFS 2004 that also collected information on 
other groups, such as youth (aged 13–24), single (aged 25–49), married women (aged 15–49) and 
their husbands. This is the most appropriate and available dataset to describe the population of 
interest. This dataset is used to provide an understanding of the context, rather than used as a part of 
research methodology design. There are a number of limitations methodologically in using this 
secondary dataset for this study. Some of the limitations include the age of the data and the limited 
range of variables of interest to the current study.  
 
This survey provides information on issues specific to older persons, such as their interaction with 
the family and society, involvement in social activities; and their perceptions and knowledge about 
support available to older persons.  The MPFS data was collected using a questionnaire with a face-
                                                 
10 
(Low, Khoo, & Tan, 2006) Study among older men with higher economic status in Selangor, Malaysia. 80 percent do 
not wish to be in nursing homes for healthcare. Another study (Yahaya et al., 2006) stated that among the recipients of 
the welfare assistance scheme, the majority of older people are satisfied with their current housing in the community 
although the houses were of low quality. 
11
 Analysis for the purpose of this study includes only 60 years and above. 
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to-face interview by trained interviewers. The respondents were selected using 2-stage stratified 
random sampling. The first stage of sampling was drawn based on sampling blocks according to 
urban and rural areas. The second stage of sampling was on household units that were selected 
based on a systematic method with probability proportionate to size, within sampling blocks. The 
published reported analysis for this dataset has focused on older people aged 60 years and above 
with 1097 respondents
12
. 
 
Malaysia is divided into two main regions: Peninsular Malaysia, and East Malaysia which consists 
of Sabah and Sarawak (Figure 1). For the purpose of this study, the dataset of MPFS 2004 refers to 
the data from Peninsular Malaysia only, where the current research is located in Kuala Lumpur. The 
composition of the population in these two regions is different. This is also evidenced through a 
different selection process that was employed during the data collection of MPFS 2004 in both 
Peninsular and East Malaysia. For the same reason, weighted
13
 data is used on the samples to 
provide closer proximity to the population.  
 
 
Source: http://geography.about.com/library/cia/blcmalaysia.htm 
Figure 1: Malaysia Map 
 
The researcher analysed this dataset to examine how it might inform the current study in terms of 
sampling and the development of interview guides. Analyses of the dataset were done by selecting 
respondents who were aged 60 years and above, with a sub-sample of 1097
14
 (weighted data). The 
mean age of the respondents was 68.4 years with the range from 60–97 years. According to Table 2 
(Total by column), about 60 percent of the total respondents had partners. Slightly less than half of 
the total respondents had a primary education, while a considerable number of respondents had 
                                                 
12
 Weighted data count 
13 
Data is weighted following the available figures in the dataset. This was calculated according to the ethnic 
distribution of the population. 
14 
4 cases were omitted due to missing value in variables used in defining childlessness. 
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never attended school (34 percent). This is because they had fewer opportunities to be educated pre-
independence (Masud et al., 2008). The majority of the respondents were Malays, followed by 
Chinese and Indians. More than two-thirds of the respondents were currently not involved in 
employment (72 percent). Generally, the respondents perceived they were healthy with only about 
20 percent not satisfied with their health condition. In regards to their income support in old age, 60 
percent of the total respondents did not receive income from pensions and general retirement fund 
(i.e. EPF); while more than half of them stated that they had some savings (60 percent). These 
savings would have to be spread out to address their needs across their later life. Of the total 
respondents, about three percent of them fell into the category of “childless”15 as they did not have 
any interaction, support or contact with their children. Table 2 shows the detailed demographic and 
socioeconomic factors of the respondents. 
 
A bivariate analysis compared the childless and non-childless groups on a number of key variables 
(Table 2). This analysis shows that there were significant differences between the two groups based 
on age, gender, marital status and ethnicity. The group of older people who had no support from 
children was significantly older than those who had the support of children. Similarly, older women 
were also significantly more likely to be in the group of older people without the support of children 
at 0.1 significant level; 50 percent in the childless group versus 36 percent in the non-childless 
group. The majority with no children in old age were those currently without a partner, such as 
never-married/widowed or separated/divorced (79.4 percent). They will possibly be at greater risk 
of inadequate support due to the unavailability of a partner to provide care. On the other hand, there 
was a small difference in the three major ethnic groups between childless and non-childless groups. 
Although not significant, childless older people were found to be less educated and most were not 
involved in employment when the survey was conducted. From Table 2, a conclusion can be drawn 
that, of the three percent of older people who were childless in old age, most of them were older 
women (aged 70 or above); they were less educated; currently not working; and without a partner. 
Important differences to be included in a purposive sample were identified as marital status, gender, 
ethnicity and age. 
                                                 
15
 This figure is computed by taking into account those who reported not having children in their lifetime and also 
having no interaction and support exchange with children (if any). This is done to be in line with the definition of 
childlessness in this study. That is, 34 cases out of 1097 cases. 
  32 
Table 2: Demographic and Socioeconomic Factors of Respondents 
 
Childless~
Non-
Childless+
Chi-Square Test
n 17 681 698
% 50.00% 64.00% 63.60%
n 17 383 400
% 50.00% 36.00% 36.40% 0.095**
n 13 583 596
% 39.40% 54.80% 54.30%
n 20 481 501
% 60.60% 45.20% 45.70% 0.080**
n 16 593 609
% 50.00% 55.80% 55.60%
n 8 375 383
% 25.00% 35.30% 35.00%
n 3 77 80
% 9.40% 7.20% 7.30%
n 5 18 23
% 15.60% 1.70% 2.10% 0.000*
n 27 414 441
% 79.40% 38.90% 40.20%
n 7 650 657
% 20.60% 61.10% 59.80% 0.000*
n 17 356 373
% 50.00% 33.60% 34.10%
n 12 527 539
% 35.30% 49.80% 49.30%
n 5 153 158
% 14.70% 14.40% 14.50%
n 0 23 23
% 0.00% 2.20% 2.10% 0.193
n 26 762 788
% 76.50% 71.70% 71.80%
n 8 292 300
% 23.50% 27.50% 27.30%
n 0 4 4
% 0.00% 0.40% 0.40%
n 0 5 5
% 0.00% 0.50% 0.50% 0.901
Current 
Employment 
& Income 
Status
Not 
working
Working 
with 
Income
Working 
without 
Income
Working 
income 
unknown
Marital Status
No 
partner#
Have 
partner
Education 
Groups
No 
Schooling
Primary
Secondary
Tertiary
Gender
Male
Female
Ethnic Groups
Malay
Chinese
Indian
Others
Variables
Definition of 
Childlessness
Total
Age Groups
60-69
70 and 
above
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~ No contact or interaction with children (if any) 
+ Have interaction with their children 
^ Only to those currently not working 
# No partner: Never-married/Widowed/Separated/Divorced 
* Significant at 0.05 level;** at 0.10 level 
Weighted data 
Total cells may not equal, due to missing values 
 
The accumulated level of income in old age is the result of life course events that involve 
opportunities and decisions made earlier in life, which are also partly influenced by demographic 
and socioeconomic factors (Masud et al., 2006). Educational levels and employment opportunities 
were not equal between men and women. The men were more highly educated. Even though the 
gap has become narrower over the years with younger Malaysian women gaining more education 
than women in older cohorts, they are generally still less educated and employable than men (Ong 
et al., 2009). Women’s labour force participation rate remains lower than that of men despite 
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increments over time. In 2010, the rates were 46 percent (women) as compared to 79 percent for 
men (DOSM, 2011b). Women are also more prone to fall into poverty in old age as compared with 
men due to inequality in income sources (Masud et al., 2008). This inequality was found to be 
related to women’s lower labour force participation rate as compared to men’s (Tey & Hamid, 
2014).  
 
Older people born before independence in Malaysia, in the year 1957, would have had less 
opportunity to receive formal education, potentially affecting their employment opportunities and 
earnings over their life course (B. Y. F. Chan, Hamid, Masud, & Paim, 2010; Masud & Haron, 
2008). People with limited education are more likely to work in the informal employment sectors 
that do not provide retirement funds, and hence, have limited access to employment-based income 
support in older age. There is a life course relationship where individuals’ earlier disadvantages 
seem to continue in later life. Figure 2 shows the relationship was significant, where the higher the 
level of education, the more likely that they received an old age (i.e. retirement) income from 
employment.  
 
Figure 2: Percentage by Education Level and Receiving Old Age Income 
 
*Percentage according to weighted data (n=1090). Missing values were omitted. Significant level = 0.000. 
 
For those who were employed in old age, the mean of their current income was at 728.58 MYR, 
while the median was at 500 MYR. As a benchmark, these figures are below the national poverty 
line of 760 MYR per month. This suggests that older Malaysians who were still working in old age 
were generally receiving a low income. Previous studies have pointed out that besides retirement 
funds and personal savings, intergenerational transfers and support (financial and non-financial) 
from younger generations remained an important source of support in older age. Table 3a shows 
that about 93 percent of respondents who had children were receiving support from (financial or 
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non-financial) or had exchanged support with them. Table 3b shows that more than 80 percent of 
the respondents who had children reported that they received financial assistance from their 
children. About 56 percent received assistance in terms of bill payment, 76 percent received 
assistance for food and necessities and about 66 percent stated that they received assistance with 
household chores and other types of care from their children. Previous research also suggested that 
life satisfaction in later life among older Malaysians is linked to individual savings and 
interdependence between generations (S. T. Ng & Hamid, 2013). 
 
Table 3a: Intergenerational Transfer (Financial & Non-Financial) 
 
+
Only those who have interaction with children. Weighted data 
 
Table 3b: Type of Assistance Received from Children 
 
+
Only those who have interaction with children. Weighted data 
 
Older people without the support of children in old age may rely on other family members, relatives 
or friends for financial or non-financial support. Figure 3 shows that the majority of older people in 
the childless group relied on other relatives to take care of them when they were sick and in need 
(44 percent), while the non-childless group was dependent on their children (67 percent). Moreover, 
older people in the childless group in this dataset mostly had no partner, and therefore the reliance 
on a partner was relatively low as compared to older people from the non-childless group, where the 
majority had a partner. Linked to older people in the childless group having limited familial 
relationship, there were about 17 percent who reported that they had no one to count on when they 
were sick or in need. This would suggest the need to understand how members of this group of 
older people manage their needs in old age. Some research found that these older people could have 
established other avenues as alternatives to children (Schröder-Butterfill & Kreager, 2005). It also 
n
+
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suggests the need to explore further whether other relatives (non-children) provide the same extent 
of support as do children. 
 
Figure 3: Who would take care of you when you are sick or in need? 
In order to have a good quality of life, older Malaysians need to be active in a social life that 
includes providing help to others, as well as receiving social support in times of need (Chan, Cheng 
& Philips, cited in Yahaya et al. 2010). Childless older people could possibly be more involved in 
social activities as compared to those with the support of children. However, this is not the case in 
the dataset. There was no significant difference between participation rates of both groups of older 
people (Table 4). Regardless of whether they have support from children, a slight majority of them 
participated in at least one of those activities. In Malaysia, where religion played a great role in 
one’s life, the participation rates of older people in religious-related activities were higher than any 
other activities. It would be useful to explore if the childless older people rely on social 
participation as a way of managing their support, which could not be revealed from this dataset. 
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Table 4: Participation in Social Activities 
 
~ No contact or interaction with children (if any) 
+ Have interaction with their children 
Weighted data. Missing values were omitted. 
 
Some services such as the homes for the older people (i.e. institutional care) and day care centres 
are provided by the state, including government agencies or councils for the welfare of older people 
in Malaysia. Based on the dataset, the group of older people without the support of children was 
slightly more aware of these services, even though there was no major difference in awareness 
between groups. Table 5 shows that more than 80 percent of the total respondents stated that they 
had heard about the home for the older people. However, only 55 percent of them thought that it 
was suitable for the older people to stay there. The reasons for their views were not asked. In 
contrast, only one-third of respondents (33 percent) had heard about day care centres for the older 
people. It was a comparatively new service and concept as compared to the homes, but among those 
who had heard about it, slightly over half of them (51 percent) stated that they would like to go to 
the day care center if there was no one to care for them during the day. For both services, the 
childless group had a higher acceptance rate when they indicated appropriateness and willingness to 
utilise the services.  
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Table 5: Knowledge and Awareness about Services Provided for Older People 
 
~ No contact or interaction with children (if any) 
+ Have interaction with their children  
( ) total respondents for each question asked 
Weighted data 
 
In summary, the dataset demonstrates the importance of children in providing social support for 
older people. This analysis also shows that many older people had limited education and limited 
income in old age. Most in the childless group in the sample were without a partner in old age; there 
were more women than men in this group. This suggests accumulated personal and social 
disadvantage. Those who had no education were likely to work in informal employment sectors that 
did not offer retirement funds. Most had reported reliance on other relatives to provide care when 
they were sick. This group is highly vulnerable in relation to social support if other relatives are no 
longer willing or able to provide support in older age. The analysis also shows that the childless 
group was more likely to consider the suitability of institutions for older people. On the whole, the 
dataset is not able to provide other information on the social support of this group who are currently 
living in the community, nor how they manage to get their social support needs met. There is a 
broad description of the general characteristics of this group, but no in-depth understanding of how 
this group comes to be childless and poor in older age. This highlights the need for qualitative 
research to account for their life experiences without the support of children in old age. 
 
2.5 Summary of Chapter 
The chapter presents an overview of ageing in Malaysia focusing on social protection and security, 
and includes demographic structures and the importance of family, especially children in provision 
of support for older people in the Malaysian context. The discussion suggests that there are potential 
n
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groups of older people who may have limited visibility in studying ageing in the Malaysian context. 
The chapter also includes a dataset which provides an empirical overview of the characteristics of 
older people and their social support in old age. The analyses support the view that the childless 
group is a minority. In conclusion, what is needed, is the understanding of the lived experiences of 
older people without the support of children in old age in terms of managing their social support 
needs. The next chapter continues to explore the literature, theoretical frameworks and issues 
related to childlessness among older people. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
This chapter provides a review of the literature in the areas of childlessness and social support with 
particular emphasis on childlessness and social support in old age. The first section begins with a 
discussion on the development of research on childlessness in western and Asian contexts, and then 
focuses on literature on childlessness in old age. The second section presents the literature on social 
support in old age, and particular attention is given to the impact of childlessness on social support 
in old age. Finally, the theoretical framework, the Life Course Perspective that will be used in this 
thesis to understand the experiences of childlessness and social support in old age is presented. 
 
The search strategy involved electronic searches, mainly from the library of The University of 
Queensland that included search into online databases, journal articles, electronic and non-
electronic books and published theses. Google Scholar was also used in the search for literature. 
The “cited by” function was used to look for more recent works that are related to main references. 
The key terms for the search included, “childless”, “childlessness”, “single”, “never married”, 
“old”, “older”, “elder”, “ageing/aging”, “support”, “networks”, “social support”, “life course”. 
There is no limitation into years of publication of the literature, but rather an approach to return all 
related references that are available.  
 
3.1 Previous Studies on Childlessness 
An increasing interest in childlessness in western countries since the 1970s was driven by lower 
fertility rates and the increasing rate of childlessness (Koropeckyj-Cox & Call, 2007). These studies 
on childlessness emerged from various disciplines, including demography, economics, sociology, 
and psychology (Blackstone & Stewart, 2012), incorporating a range of perspectives on this 
changing social trend and its impacts. In a recent study, Albertini and Mencarini (2014) highlighted 
three main aspects of research on childlessness, including studies that tried to provide an 
explanation of: increasing childlessness rates; the psychological well-being of individuals without 
children; and the social networks and support in old age of childless people. For example, in a study 
using a sub-sample of the Household Income and Labour Dynamics (HILDA) survey in Australia 
with 2051 females aged 40–54 years, Parr (2005) found early life course variables, for example 
education and family factors, such as number of siblings, could mediate marital status and hence, 
influence the prevalence of childlessness. A study from Liverpool, England, using a survey from the 
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Ageing in Liverpool Project – Health Aspects with 4689 respondents aged 65 and above, examined 
the influence of childlessness and the strength of social networks (Wenger, Scott, & Patterson, 
2000). 
 
These studies were largely conducted in western countries such as in the United States (Gironda et 
al., 1999; Letherby, 2002; McQuillan et al., 2012); the United Kingdom (Wenger et al., 2000); 
Australia (Carmichael & Whittaker, 2007; Graham, Hill, Shelley, & Taket, 2011; Parr, 2005); New 
Zealand (Allen & Wiles, 2013); Canada (Connidis & McMullin, 1999; Penning & Wu, 2014; Z. Wu 
& Pollard, 1998), and also included some European countries (Albertini & Mencarini, 2014; Keizer, 
Dykstra, & Poortman, 2010; Wagner, Wrzus, Neyer, & Lang, 2015). Some studies also focused on 
a cross-national perspective on childlessness (Koropeckyj-Cox & Call, 2007; Rowland, 2007; 
Wenger, Dykstra, Melkas, & Knipscheer, 2007). These cross-national studies concluded that there 
were similar trends of childlessness observed in various countries, but suggested differences in the 
structural context of each country that could shape the resources and well-being of older people 
over time. Not much is known about childlessness in the Asian context, and the cross-national 
comparisons were mainly among western countries. Relatively few studies focused on Asia. 
Examples were from China (Chou & Chi, 2004; W. Zhang & Liu, 2007) and Indonesia (Schröder-
Butterfill & Kreager, 2005). These studies noted that the implications of childlessness for older 
generations could be different in Asian countries, as family values differed from western countries.  
 
Differences in the experiences of childlessness may be related to family systems (i.e. family size, 
structure and values). Rowland (2007), studying the trends of childlessness in countries like 
Australia, America, Japan, and some European countries argued that childless people are an 
invisible social group often disguised by large family systems. Demographers who looked at 
childlessness from a demographic transitions standpoint seek to explain childlessness from a macro 
perspective. The impact of industrialisation over time and increased labour force participation of 
women (Tanaka & Johnson, 2014) are linked to changes in family structure in terms of family size. 
Childlessness can also be motivated at the micro level such as individuals’ desire for autonomy and 
freedom (Blackstone & Stewart, 2012). As a result of smaller family systems with lower fertility 
rates, childlessness has become more prominent (Rowland, 2007) and potentially more socially 
acceptable. Some Asian countries too, experienced lower fertility rates as compared to a few 
decades ago. In Thailand for example, older people who were childless in 2011 was at 6 to 7 
percent, doubling the figure from 1986 (Knodel & Pothisiri, 2015).  
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One of the major concerns across previous studies on childlessness was the perceived negative 
consequences of being childless in old age. Much of this perspective was sourced from the view of 
childlessness from the Life Course Perspective. Childlessness has always been regarded as “the 
other”, the deviant and often seen or assumed as being disadvantaged (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007b, 
p. 1284). Becoming parents is part of the normal, expectable life course (Neugarten, 1969), and not 
having children appears to have violated the life course norms (McQuillan et al., 2012). Dykstra and 
Hagestad (2007b) continued to note that children are important and parenthood is a “key organiser 
of the life course” (p. 1278), that promotes social integration and connectedness. As a consequence 
of not following the normative pathways, childless individuals tend to be subjected to isolation, 
suffer negative impacts on their psychological well-being (Chou & Chi, 2004) and experience 
stigma for not taking on the responsibility of parenthood (Letherby, 2002). This perspective has 
been challenged by some studies. For example, a recent study in New Zealand discussed how 
childless participants did not identify themselves as deviant (Allen & Wiles, 2013). The researchers 
illustrated their participants’ positive views on childlessness in old age. However, this study did not 
investigate participants’ financial position in old age. Issues in this area may change views on old 
age childlessness.  
 
Some previous studies had categorized pathways to childlessness as voluntary and involuntary 
(Wagner et al, 2015). Other researchers however, argued that the pathways to childlessness could 
not be accurately explained with such categorization as the experiences are complex and diverse 
(Allen & Wiles, 2013). Allen and colleague further highlighted the importance of contexts such as 
gender and family circumstances in their research in positioning childlessness in late life. This 
suggests a need to take a more detailed account rather than a focus on choice in understanding 
individual pathways to childlessness. 
 
3.1.1 Pathways to Childlessness in Old Age 
Previous western studies investigated individuals’ pathways to childlessness (e.g. Hagestad & Call, 
2007; Keizer et al., 2008). Pathways varied in a number of ways. One of the most striking findings 
in these previous studies is that remaining single was the main reason for being childless, and for 
those who were married, infertility was the main reason for childlessness (Connidis & McMullin, 
1996; Keizer et al., 2008; Wenger, 2001a). For some individuals, poor health status was linked to 
non-marriage and hence, childlessness (DeOllos & Kapinus, 2002). Older people who had a partner 
or had married in the past, had opportunity to have children during their childbearing years. The 
decision to have children lay between individuals and/or with their partners (Campbell, cited in 
DeOllos & Kapinus 2002). Opportunities in remarriage could also influence chances to have 
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children. For example, Hagestad and Call (2007) found that men who remarried had a higher 
chance of having children in a subsequent marriage. This suggests that marital status and its 
changes over time may enable or constrain individuals from having children and that there might be 
gender differences associated with the timing of the remarriage. 
 
These studies revealed that the pathways to childlessness differed between men and women. That is, 
reasons for not making a transition into marriage differed across gender. For instance, Keizer and 
colleagues (2008) in the Netherlands found from a large scale survey among men and women (N= 
5062) aged 40 to 79 years old that a stable career was important for men to make the transition to 
parenthood. In contrast, women with a stable career were more likely to remain childless. Most 
importantly, Hagestad and Call (2007) highlighted the importance of transition timing for leaving 
the parental home and marrying. For instance, long-term care for older parents was the reason some 
women did not leave the parental home until they were older and hence, had fewer opportunities to 
meet a potential partner and become a parent. This is consistent with a previous study by Wenger et 
al. (2007), who pointed out that never-married women had often stayed in their parental home to 
take care of their older parents. This suggests the interdependency of lives between individuals and 
their networks, in this case with the older parents. This obligation is usually gendered with women 
traditionally providing direct care for older parents. Hence, the impact on the pathways to 
childlessness due to provision of care as a circumstance may be less likely to be evident among 
men. This may also suggest the need to explore the social, historical and cultural effects on gender 
and the pathways to childlessness. 
 
In western literature, structural conditions, such as war and economic changes that impede 
transitions, have been studied (Dykstra & Wagner, 2007; Hagestad & Call, 2007; Wenger, 2001a). 
They highlighted the consequences of the Great Depression and war on marriage formation and 
childlessness. Schröder-Butterfill and Kreager (2005) also noted that “childlessness is a major 
consequence of these forces” in East Java, Indonesia, for older people, where marriage dissolution 
and population mobility were high in the period of war. As Dykstra (2009) suggested, childless 
older people “cannot be studied without putting their lives in historical context” (p. 679). From a 
broader historical perspective, the settings where individuals were brought up and spent most of 
their lives have shaped their lives. The demographic, economic and political changes and 
developments they experienced may provide opportunities and constraints at the macro levels that 
impacted the transitions and trajectories in their lives. For instance, the one-child policy in China 
resulted in a smaller size of household which may in turn cause childlessness in old age due to the 
death of that only child in later life (Zeng & Wang, 2014). In addition, some studies noted adoption 
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as a substitution to childlessness. In these cases, individuals who had adopted a child or children 
may not be considered “childless”. To formally adopt a child, a number of procedural and structural 
constraints, such as age of potential adopted parents (Hagestad & Call, 2007) or consideration on 
their financial status, have to be negotiated in many countries. In contrast, Schröder-Butterfill and 
Kreager (2005) noted that informal adoption is common in many developing countries in Southeast 
Asia. The macro changes or structural constraints at particular times and places will impact on 
families and individuals, affecting childlessness. 
 
3.1.2 Childlessness and Family Support  
Children are generally seen as a vital resource in older age in providing support and care. Research 
on older people without children started to grow in the past decade (e.g. Albertini & Kohli, 2009; 
Blackstone & Stewart, 2012; Dykstra, 2009; Jeffries & Konnert, 2002; Keizer et al., 2008; 
Umberson et al., 2010; Wenger, 2009; Z. Zhang & Hayward, 2001). A special issue in the “Journal 
of Family Issues” in 2007 was dedicated to studies on older people without children (e.g. Dykstra & 
Wagner, 2007; Kendig, Dykstra, van Gaalen, & Melkas, 2007; Koropeckyj-Cox & Call, 2007; 
Wenger et al., 2007)
16
. Studies have been mainly quantitative, confined to the availability of the 
survey data from those countries on issues around the difference between childless individuals as 
opposed to parents. These quantitative studies provide useful information about the trends and 
broad information about childlessness in society. However, there are fewer qualitative studies 
(Allen & Wiles, 2013; Rubinstein, Alexander, Goodman, & Luborsky, 1991; Schröder-Butterfill & 
Kreager, 2005) that could provide insight into the experiences of childlessness and in getting the 
help they need as childless older people. 
 
There are generally strong intergenerational transfers between parents and children in a family, the 
extent, nature and direction of which vary according to the differences in welfare systems, as well 
as cultural values. Silverstein and Giarrusso (2011) in their study on the links between individual, 
institutional and societal forces, and human development, highlighted that macro level (i.e. social 
forces) changes, such as the introduction and cessation of policy and programs, would affect the 
demands on family and the obligation of adult children to support their older parents. Khan (2014) 
in his study on factors affecting intergenerational transfers from the 2007 Global Ageing Survey 
(GLAS) of 21,233 individuals aged 40–79 years across 24 countries17, also noted that the transfer 
                                                 
16
 These studies mainly focused on some or all seven countries, including Australia, Finland, Germany, Japan, the 
Netherlands, the United Kingdom and the United States. 
17 
Denmark, France, Germany, Poland, Sweden, the United Kingdom, Canada, America, Brazil, Mexico, Russia, 
Turkey, Saudi Arabia, South Africa, China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, Philippines, 
Singapore, and South Korea 
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may differ across countries according to the welfare structure. He implied that older people in 
countries with limited access to formal support such as in Asia are more likely to receive financial 
transfer from their children as compared to other regions. He further noted that the difference could 
also be linked to cultural differences between regions – for example, there is a strong traditional 
value of filial piety among Asians. This is supported by a study in China by Zeng and Wang (2014), 
based on the 2000 census and the 2005 mini-census. They suggested that in Chinese society where 
the social security system is less developed, with a reliance on family support, many older people 
would be left childless and have poorer well-being should their partner and the only child die. In 
essence, family remains as an important source of support for old age in societies, particularly those 
with limited public welfare provision (Kreager, 2004). Although family support in older age is 
widely recognised in the caregiving literature across many countries, the argument here is that in 
countries without a well-developed welfare state, the nature, extent and urgency of family support is 
likely to differ for childless older people. 
 
The need to study older people without children as a separate group, especially in policy and social 
contexts where there is a high emphasis on family support in older age, is increasingly recognised. 
The parent–child relationship in Southeast Asian countries, such as in Indonesia, Malaysia and 
Singapore, has been explored in relation to financial transfers (Cameron & Cobb-Clark, 2008; A. 
Chan, 1999; Frankenberg, Lillard, & Willis, 2002; C. Park, 2003); and emotional and instrumental 
transfers (Chou & Chi, 2001; Kim, Hisata, Kai, & Lee, 2000). For older people without children, 
these transfers or support may not be accessible from children. According to Lepore (2012), 
accessibility to social support depends on the availability of social networks, and in this case, the 
unavailability of children as a source of support inhibits access to, or transfer of social support. 
Comparisons were made in previous studies between older childless adults and parents in various 
areas of life, such as psychological and social well-being, including health, social networks and 
integration (Dykstra & Keizer, 2009; Kendig et al., 2007; McMullin & Marshall, 1996; Vikstrom et 
al., 2011). The findings of these studies found that the psychological well-being of childless older 
people was either less or equal with parents, but the childless may have poorer health attributed to a 
less healthy lifestyle without children (Kendig et al., 2007). These studies suggest that the group of 
childless older individuals appears to be a distinct group because their experiences differ from most 
that have support from children in old age, but the knowledge on older people without children in 
Asia, specifically in Malaysia, is scarce. 
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3.2 Social Support in Old Age  
Social support and social networks are two different concepts (Bowling, 1991, p. 69). “Networks 
are defined as the web of identified social relationships that surround an individual and the 
characteristics of those linkages; … It is the set of people with whom one maintains contact and has 
some form of social bond …” Generally, this network refers to informal networks, such as family, 
other relatives, friends, neighbors and community members in which individuals would have some 
form of social bond. Bowling further operationalised “networks” by taking into consideration the 
structure (i.e. size of network and frequency of contacts), dynamic features (i.e. positive and 
negative emotions in the interaction) and individuals’ subjective views of the networks (i.e. quality 
of relationships). Social support, on the other hand, is defined “as the interactive process in which 
emotional, instrumental, or financial aid is obtained from one’s social network” (p. 69).  
 
The “interactive process” may not simply represent the existence of relationships between 
individuals (as networks), but also the actual exchange of the assistance. This is noted in Antonucci 
et al. (2007) who further clarified the definition of social support as “exchange of instrumental and 
emotional resources, such as money, goods, services, information, and love, among social network 
members” (p. 531).  
 
Essentially, social networks are agents or the source of support that can be measured by structural 
characteristics, such as size and frequency of contacts, and functional characteristics, such as 
number and type of support (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987; Lepore, 2012). Therefore, the access to 
social support is dependent on the availability of social networks, and also the provision of 
assistance through the relationship that constructs networks (Lepore, 2012). Bowling (1991) noted 
that the existence of social networks is essential to having access to social support, but they do not 
necessarily provide social support.  
 
The concept of social support is complex. Most of the studies on social support in old age used 
quantitative methods, where the key concepts in social support were measured objectively and 
subjectively (i.e. given ratings/scales) (Iecovich et al., 2004; Nguyen, Chatters, Taylor, & Mouzon, 
2015). A number of important elements were often the focus when studying social support in old 
age. These may include the emphasis on one or more types of support (i.e. emotional, instrumental 
and financial support) (P. A. Thomas, 2010)
18
; focused on perceived and/or actual support 
(Kuhirunyaratn, Pongpanich, Somrongthong, Love, & Chapman, 2007; Penning & Wu, 2014); the 
                                                 
18
 The “types of support” as independent variable consisted largely of emotional support than instrumental support. 
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frequency of contacts (Nguyen et al., 2015); and/or the network size and relationships (Cheng, Lee, 
Chan, Leung, & Lee, 2009; R. Larson, Mannell, & Zuzanek, 1986). The quality of relationships 
with the contact/network members matters. Zettel and Rook (2004) showed that the substitution of a 
lost relationship (i.e. loss of spouse; older widows) by the other network members was weak and 
was associated with worse psychological well-being. In essence, the area of interest related to social 
support is wide, and the operationalisation of the concepts and measurements are often chosen 
based on the research objectives and questions (Reinhardt, 2005; Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987; 
Bowling, 1991), and at times based on the availability of data/variables (Lou & Lu, 2013). 
 
There are extensive studies of social support and its effects on the life of older people. Previous 
studies in western and Asian countries have focused on the relationships between social support and 
well-being and the quality of life in old age, including its role in mediating effects. For example, in 
their study among older Koreans on the relationship between religiosity and life satisfaction, social 
support was found to partially mediate the positive relationship between those two components (J. 
Park, Roh, & Yeo, 2012). Other related terms used in previous studies on subjective well-being of 
older people included life satisfaction (Kooshiar, Yahaya, Hamid, Abu Samah, & Sedaghat Jou, 
2012; J. Park et al., 2012), depression (Koizumi et al., 2005), social isolation (Ibrahim, Abolfathi 
Momtaz, & Hamid, 2013) and loneliness (Iecovich et al., 2004). Most studies have found that there 
were positive associations between social support and the overall well-being, but some have argued 
that too much social support (i.e. received or provided) brought about negative impacts on well-
being, such as loss of autonomy/freedom (Silverstein, Chen, & Heller, 1996). Despite the different 
foci on the aspects of social support in later life, there is consensus that social support is important 
to older people’s well-being. 
 
Some studies have considered older people not only as the recipients of support, but also as 
providers of support (Krause, Herzog, & Baker, 1992; P. A. Thomas, 2010); the exchange of 
support and/or the reciprocal relationships within networks (Chen & Silverstein, 2000; Garay 
Villegas, Montes de Oca Zavala, & Guillén, 2014) were also discussed. For example, Kim et al. 
(2000) in their study among older Koreans revealed that the exchange of support between children 
and friends could enhance their quality of life. They commented that older people who provide 
support to others showed better quality of life. On the other hand, many studies have also 
considered the effects of socioeconomic characteristics, such as gender and marital status, on social 
support and social networks in later life (Khan, 2014). For example, Garay Villegas et al. (2014) in 
their study among older Mexicans found that women were more likely to provide and receive 
support in daily activities; however, they were the same as men in receiving support in times of 
  48 
difficulty. As social networks, family and children in particular are viewed as central to social 
support for older people, so how older people without children manage to get their support needs 
met needs further exploration. The connection between social support and childlessness will be 
drawn out in the next subsection. 
 
3.2.1 Social Support and Childlessness in Old Age 
Studies have investigated the impact of parental status and marital status on social support (Penning 
& Wu, 2014). Children are an important source of informal support in old age and therefore, 
childlessness could be problematic for older people (Wenger, 2009). They were often seen as at-risk 
and vulnerable without adequate support. For example, Connidis and McMullin (1994) in their 
study of 678 older Canadians aged 55 and above, found that marital status was a more important 
factor than parental status in determining the availability of social support. They also revealed that 
childless older people were more likely to engage formal services when needs increased, as 
compared to those with children. Some studies also focused on the utilisation of formal services 
among the childless (Choi, 1994; Larsson & Silverstein, 2004), but the findings were contradictory. 
Larsson and Silverstein (2004) in their study of 390 older Swedish (both childless or parents) found 
that the utilisation of formal services was generally higher for childless older people as opposed to 
parents, although they revealed that formal support could not substitute for the importance of 
informal support for the childless group. Choi (1994) on the other hand, in their study of 7444 older 
people, showed that the use of social services was similar between older childless and parents in 
America. However, she argued that this may be due to the lack of advocates (due to not having 
children) to link childless older people to the formal services. Thus, in the context where there are 
limited state provisions, understanding of the utilisation of these formal services among childless 
older people to meet their needs is limited. 
 
Some studies suggested childlessness does not necessarily result in negative consequences. Social 
networks resources can be accumulated and developed. For instance, some studies showed that 
childless individuals managed to adapt to their situations and developed close relationships with 
their social networks (Wenger, 2009) and also received some assistance from non-relatives and 
wider organisations (Albertini & Mencarini, 2014) as a substitute for family support. Others also 
found that family members, such as siblings, nieces and nephews, may compensate for the lack of 
children in providing emotional, instrumental and financial support (Wenger, 2001a), although the 
extent and type of support may differ from that provided to older parents (Penning & Wu, 2014). 
Wenger (2009), in her longitudinal quantitative and qualitative study in rural Wales, also stated that 
the situation of childless older people at the end of life varies and that the level of support depends 
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on various factors, such as gender, marital status, accumulation of social (i.e. networks) and 
financial (i.e. resources) capital earlier in their lives. For instance, Johnson and Catalano (1981) in 
their qualitative study on 28 childless older people in San Francisco found that the never-married 
had better established resources than their married counterparts who tended to rely on their spouse. 
In contrast, a study from Malaysia suggested that marriage could provide a good source of social 
support among Malay older people leading to a higher level of psychological well-being (Momtaz, 
Ibrahim, Hamid, & Yahaya, 2011). Those factors noted above could potentially enable or constrain 
childless people in their accumulation of resources, as well as access to support in old age. 
 
Gender is also reported to be related to differences in types and sources of support (Webster, 
Benson, & Spray, 1994). Some Malaysian studies highlighted that older women tended to receive 
more financial support, especially from children (Masud et al., 2006). This upward transfer was 
probably because of their roles as household carers, and their lack of accumulated income in old age 
due to their non-involvement in paid work to care for their children earlier in their lives (Omar, 
2003). Without children, however, older women may or may not be more vulnerable in terms of 
support than older men. Some western studies have found that childless women were doing better 
than childless men in managing childlessness in old age (Wenger et al., 2007; Z. Zhang & Hayward, 
2001). These previous studies suggested that women are generally more socially integrated and 
have better social networks with friends and relatives than men (Choi, 1994). Although a negative 
view of childlessness was more prominent in the past (Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007b), some western 
studies also raised concern about the potential stigmatisation faced by childless women because of 
traditional gender roles and expectations (Letherby, 2002). Similarly in Asia, there are a number of 
studies that highlighted the lower position of women who are childless, such as in South India 
(Riessman, 2000) and Bangladesh (Nahar & Geest, 2014). In their study on divorce in China, the 
researchers found that married women who did not have children were likely to be disapproved of, 
had poorer relationships with in-laws and experienced marriage breakdown (Zeng et al., cited in W. 
Zhang & Liu 2007). In some cases, single women too were seen as a “deviant” in a context where 
marriage is a social norm, such as in Indonesia (Situmorang, 2007). In the Asian context where 
there is a strong emphasis on gender differences and family values, little is known of the difference 
in the impact of gender and marital status among childless older people on experiences of stigma 
and their ability within the context to get their social support needs met. 
 
Few studies have explored the influence of diversity in ethnicity and cultural background in shaping 
the opportunities and constraints relating to support among childless older people. However, some 
western studies showed that religious communities and non-governmental organisations, including 
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charity bodies, played an important role in the social integration of childless older people (Wenger 
et al., 2007), which could potentially be a source of support. In Malaysia, the differences among and 
between ethnic groups may well impact on experiences of childlessness in old age. Older people 
would have different life course experiences due to, for example, colonisation, independence and 
economic development of the country, where these events have a different impact on different 
groups of people. For instance, as the majority in the country, Muslims (Malays) in Malaysia 
benefit from the existence of ZAKAT or alms-giving with the objective of reducing socioeconomic 
injustice that is regulated by State Islamic Religious Councils (SIRCs) (Abd. Wahab & Abdul 
Rahman, 2012). Very little is known, however, about how this would potentially affect the 
accumulation of potential support among childless and poor older Muslims, and whether their 
counterparts from other ethnic or religious groups gain support from their own religious 
communities. 
 
Most previous studies on childlessness in old age generally focused on support and well-being in 
old age, as stated earlier. Fewer studies focused specifically on their economic well-being in old 
age. One such study in America, with a national representative sample (2002 wave Health and 
Retirement Survey) revealed that childlessness influenced both incomes and wealth in old age, and 
that childless older couples generally had more income and wealth than older parents (Plotnick, 
2009). This is also consistent in Hank and Wagner's (2013) finding in their quantitative study on 
economic, psychological and social well-being in later life among older childless and parents in 
European countries
19
. They found that childless older people generally did better than, or as well as, 
older parents in terms of economic well-being, measured by income and homeownership. However, 
these studies did not provide an understanding of the process of the accumulation of resources. 
There are some exceptions, for example a recent study by Peeters and Wouter (2015) with 9871 
respondents revealed that there were interactions between earlier life course variables, such as work 
history, family history and pension regulations, and poverty status among older women in Belgium. 
In other words, it is important to consider those earlier life course variables, such as their economic 
status and the factors that may influence the economic status, in understanding the process of 
accumulation of resources and hence, the late life economic position of childless older people. 
 
A strong socioeconomic position (i.e. financial resources, education and employment) is an 
advantage for childless older people, enabling them to access support. In an ethnographic and 
quantitative study from Indonesia, wealthier childless older people were more likely to have access 
to instrumental support (e.g. with household chores) from other family members due to the potential 
                                                 
19 
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inheritance of assets, as compared to less wealthy counterparts ( Schröder-Butterfill, 2004). It may 
be that being wealthy motivated family members, including siblings, nieces and nephews to provide 
support to older childless family members. Schröder-Butterfill and Kreager (2005) have also 
commented that poor and childless older people tended to rely on charity from neighbours, distant 
relatives or religious institutions. At the same time, receiving support could be associated with their 
ability to reciprocate the assistance received. For instance, in a qualitative study by Allen and Wiles 
(2014) among childless older New Zealanders, they found that the ability to exchange the support 
received and earlier exchanges across the life course were assessed when considering what 
assistance/support was acceptable. Wealthy individuals may also have an opportunity to pay for 
services and care. In some cases, adoption has been enabled and constrained by older individuals’ 
financial position (Schröder-Butterfill & Kreager, 2005). They stated that wealthier individuals 
have a higher success rate in making and retaining a relationship with their adopted child, in part 
linked to their economic circumstances. This suggests that besides social network resources, 
financial resources are an important resource to manage social support needs in old age. 
 
Housing is another important resource that could relate to social support in old age. Financial 
resources (i.e. income) are one of the major determinants of housing quality (Clark et al., cited in 
Feijten & Mulder 2005) — the lack of accumulation of financial resources would directly shape 
older people’s housing circumstances in old age in the absence of strong social housing policies. 
Izuhara and Heywood (2003) highlighted the importance of taking life course histories and 
experiences (i.e. in relation to structural factors such as systems and policies) into account in 
understanding the housing careers among older people in private rented settings in England. 
Heywood, Oldman, and Means (2002) also stated that housing histories seem to be shaped by 
factors that include income, inheritance, geographical location, employment, and marital and 
parental status. Among older people with limited income, the accumulation of housing resources 
may be problematic. The lack of housing resources could be addressed by co-residence with 
children. Co-residence with children or family among poor older people was positively associated 
with poverty alleviation in western countries (Kaida & Boyd, 2011; Rendall & Speare, 1995). 
Hamid and Chai (2013) also noted that it is common among older Malaysians to co-reside and 
receive financial transfer from the children. There is a dearth of research on housing, focusing on 
childless older people, and questions such as what their current housing settings are and how their 
earlier life course contributed to their current position, and how housing need is managed in old age. 
 
An area that is lacking in the literature on childlessness in old age is the research on the most 
vulnerable group, childless and poor older people. A number of previous studies highlighted the 
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vulnerability of poor older people in various aspects. Research on more vulnerable groups is 
important to guide social policy (Goldberg, Kantrow, Kremen, & Lauter, 1986). As Kreager and 
Schröder-Butterfill (2007) highlighted, with limited state resources, it is useful to identify the needs 
and problems of the most vulnerable as a target group. The lack of support linked to being poor in 
old age is not unique to Asia or Southeast Asia, as it was also evident in European countries, such 
as Sweden, despite having a well-developed social security system (Gunnarsson, 2002). But without 
children, older people of a lower socioeconomic status could be more disadvantaged in terms of 
support in old age. The understanding of how older people came to be in this position of being not 
only childless, but also poor requires a lens that could provide dynamic and comprehensive views 
on the links between their earlier lives to present situations. 
 
3.3 Summary 
Childlessness in some cultures can be seen as violating social norms — parenthood. It is often 
viewed as a major life transition linked to the life course trajectory. Gender and marital status are 
likely to mediate the pathways to childlessness. The differences may be attributed to the social and 
cultural norms expected of men and women. There is also a strong linkage between marriage and 
parenthood as “expectable” transitions and trajectories embedded in different social, historical and 
cultural contexts. The review of literature has also revealed that there is a lack of attention given to 
the differences in the experiences of various ethnic groups in a range of social, policy and cultural 
settings. This raises the question of what the individual, family and contextual factors that influence 
being childless in older age actually are.  
 
Children play a vital role in providing social support to older people, and thus are important to 
maintain old age security, particularly in Asian countries. Some studies (Penning & Wu, 2014) 
found that older people who are childless are not necessarily in a disadvantaged position in relation 
to their social networks and support, as opposed to older parents. This suggests that older people are 
heterogeneous and not all older people who do not have children in old age are vulnerable in 
relation to access of support. Previous studies have shown that the lack of support may be mediated 
by individuals’ characteristics, including gender and marital status. Some studies have also 
suggested that older people without children have the opportunity to accumulate resources across 
the life course, such as substituting family members to provide support in older age, developing 
new networks, including non-kin networks (Albertini & Mencarini, 2014), or using formal services 
to meet support needs (Larsson & Silverstein, 2004). However, the understanding of the 
experiences of the childless older people who are poor and residing in social and political contexts 
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with limited formal services (i.e. welfare state provision), but stronger family provision, is lacking 
in literature. 
 
The review of the literature suggests that childlessness and social support in older age needs to be 
viewed in social, historical, and cultural contexts, and that childlessness should not be viewed 
simply as one social status of older age but as linked to earlier life opportunities, constraints and 
decisions. As Dykstra and Wagner (2007) suggested in their study on pathways to childlessness and 
late life outcomes, the need “to find out when and how childlessness matters in late life, one should 
look not only at the contemporary circumstances of childless older adults and older parents, but also 
to events earlier in the life course” (p. 1488). In addition, these aspects should also be considered 
when looking at the process of accumulation of resources. That is, for some, earlier life events bring 
about advantages, while for others, disadvantages. Phillipson and Baars (2007) noted that the 
probability for those who were advantaged earlier in their lives to have better lives in old age are 
high and vice versa; those who were disadvantaged earlier would be more vulnerable in their old 
age. It is a continuous life process that is constantly dependent on the earlier life course. 
 
Most previous studies on childlessness in old age have used quantitative methods. These studies 
reported on prevalence rates of childlessness, the pathways to childlessness, as well as the late life 
outcomes of being childless in old age (i.e. social networks and support, and well-being) as a group 
in older age (e.g. Dykstra & Wagner, 2007; Keizer et al., 2008; Rowland, 2007; Schröder-Butterfill 
& Kreager, 2005). Some of these studies also gave some attention to the social, historical and 
cultural contexts. However, this method is not able to illustrate the experiences of childless and 
poor older people, their interpretation, choices and agency across their life course. There is no 
representation of participants’ voices from quantitative studies. As Hagestad and Call (2007) in 
their quantitative study using the Life Course Perspective put it “we can only speculate as to how 
often childlessness among the cohorts under focus here might have been the result of individual 
choices and conscious decisions, or an outcome of circumstances that were perceived as being 
beyond individuals’ control” (p.1340). This highlights the importance of considering individuals’ 
agency to construct and make decisions in their life course. This gap could probably be 
supplemented using qualitative studies. 
 
There are limited qualitative studies which provide insights into participants’ experiences and 
agency; and most importantly, have given attention to contextual factors. However, most of these 
studies were conducted in western settings, and limited attention was given to those who are poor. 
In a context where childlessness is “not normal”, individuals’ resources (e.g. financial resources) 
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and skills are important in shaping their late life outcomes. The group of childless older people who 
are poor may have different experiences and views with regard to their position of being childless 
and poor. It would also be useful to explore individual and structural factors that facilitate or inhibit 
the accumulation of resources, resulting in them being in the current position. 
 
Taken together, a robust theoretical perspective and a qualitative approach are needed to understand 
how older people came to be childless and poor in old age, and how they manage their social 
support needs in old age given the resources (such as social networks, financial and housing) 
accumulated over their life course. This is discussed next. 
 
3.4 Life Course Perspective 
The research problem requires a framework that provides an understanding of changes in 
individuals’ lives over time. Some studies noted that an individual’s life course follows a set of 
normative expectations (Cooke & Gazso, 2009), prescribed by social and cultural timetables 
(Marshall & Mueller, 2002; Settersten Jr & Hägestad, 1996). This suggests that there is general 
consensus about when and what events should occur (Marshall & Mueller, 2002). This consensus is 
shaped by the wider social factors (e.g. social characteristics, cultural and policy expectations) 
(Cooke & Gazso, 2009). Elder (1998) also noted that some individuals may choose to follow their 
own paths, exercising human agency, within the opportunities and constraints of social and cultural 
factors. The interest of this study is in the common structural attributes in life transitions and 
trajectories that emerge from the life experiences of childless older people. In this sense, the focus is 
on the institutions and structural opportunities that shaped individual lives, as well as individual 
factors and choices (Mayer, 2009). For example, a recent study in Hong Kong used the Life Course 
Perspective as an approach to examine the interactions between individuals’ lives with family, 
social and historical events, and at the same time acknowledges the capability of individuals to 
make decisions under a given set of opportunities and constraints (Kwok & Ku, 2016). The Life 
Course perspective pays attention to the dynamic interplay between individual, family, social and 
structural opportunities and constraints. 
 
This current study adopts the Life Course Perspective (Elder, 2000) as a theoretical lens. This 
perspective is appropriate because it views individuals’ lives as embedded within the social, 
historical and cultural contexts. It also offers a lens for understanding how individuals’ lives both 
influence, and are influenced by, the changes in the contextual conditions over time. There is an 
explanation of the role of agency where individuals make decisions and act within the environment 
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in which they live. In the following subsection, the concepts incorporated in the perspective are 
outlined. 
 
3.4.1 Key Concepts in Life Course Perspective  
Important concepts within the Life Course Perspective are life transitions and trajectories. 
Transitions are typical life events that have a significant effect on individuals’ lives over time, such 
as marriage, childbearing, migration and retirement. Life transitions are elements of trajectories, 
where the latter provides long-term patterns of stability (Hutchison, 2011). Trajectories can have 
more than one transition. For instance, the life transition of moving out of the childbearing years led 
to a pathway to childlessness (i.e. a stable pattern of life without children), and in the same period, 
other transitions may occur such as retirement/unemployment in old age.  
 
The Life Course Perspective can be understood through a set of principles or concepts that relates to 
historical time and place, timing, the interdependency of lives and human agency. These principles 
are adapted from Elder (1998, 2000); Elder and Johnson (cited in Marshall 2009). 
1) Historical time and place – previous events and experiences, as well as the environment in 
which a person is located, affect subsequent life events and experiences. For example, the 
external war or impacts at the broader level in which individuals lived could have impacted 
their lives, such as the Great Depression and economic hardships.  
2) Timing – emphasises the timing and sequence of life events and transitions while taking into 
account the individual and social expectations concerning the events that occurred. This 
principle is also associated in defining an event of life whether it is normative or non-
normative based on the timing of the occurrence. For example, in some cultures it is 
normative to marry and to have children within a marriage. Being married but childless or 
having children outside of marriage are non-normative. 
3) Linked Lives – human lives are interdependent and one’s life decisions and actions may 
impact on the other one’s life whether directly or indirectly. Social networks of family, 
friends and others are emphasised and the influences in each other’s lives can occur at any 
point in life that may have effects over the life course. 
4) Human Agency – the individual as the main actor in their own life and who accounts for 
their own actions and decisions made throughout their lives, given the opportunity and 
constraints over the life course. To some extent, actions and decisions may be influenced by 
an individual’s personality and behaviour as the overlapping part between the psychological 
and sociological framework (Morgan & Kunkel, 2011).  
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Having children is a reproductive process in human populations usually linked to marriage (Elder, 
2000) and thus, considered as a normative event. Those who do not have access to support from 
children in old age or choose not to follow the typical normative events in life, carry the 
consequences of having departed from the norms (Vincent, 2003). Consistent with the life course 
principle of linked lives, individuals’ lives are interconnected with the lives of others. In the social, 
cultural and policy contexts, children are expected to provide various supports to their older parents 
in view of the cultural influences of filial piety and intergenerational relationship (Ong et al., 2009). 
The pathways to childlessness could be a result of the relationships and caregiving roles of 
individuals towards their older parents. For instance, if they did not make the transition to marriage 
and/or have children because of the caregiving roles, they may have to bear the consequence in old 
age of having no children themselves as a source of support. 
 
An extension to the life course model is the Cumulative Advantages and Disadvantages (CAD) 
model (Phillipson & Baars, 2007). In the CAD model, it is proposed that social and historical 
consequences over the life course have exposed entities within a population with opportunities and 
constraints that in turn contribute to the variation in resources, such as wealth and education 
(Heather, Jacqui, & Toni, 2009). In other words, individuals within the society have been 
influenced by events, transitions and trajectories in life and this alters accessibility to resources 
which contribute to cumulative advantage and disadvantage in later life. For example, an individual 
born into a poor family is at a disadvantage in terms of education as compared to those who are 
born into a more affluent family. However, an individual’s life course is not fully determined by a 
structured set of given positions. Consistent with the principle of human agency within the Life 
Course Perspective, individuals are able to take actions and make decisions in response to their life 
opportunities and constraints.  
 
The principle of human agency relates to individuals taking actions and making decisions over their 
life course in constructing their own lives, and in this case arriving at old age without children. 
Under this principle, individuals also have the ability to respond to their life situation of being 
childless and poor in old age. For example, childless older people who are poor may adjust their 
needs based on the resources available to them or find ways to manage their needs. 
 
In sum, the Life Course Perspective provides a platform for understanding individuals’ life 
experiences by understanding lives within social, historical and cultural contexts, as well as looking 
into opportunities and constraints earlier in their lives that may shape later life outcomes. The next 
subsection illustrates the conceptual framework that drives the study. 
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3.4.2 Conceptual Framework 
Figure 4 illustrates the conceptual framework of the study. All individuals live and interact within 
social, historical and cultural contexts. This represents the outer layer of the diagram. Within this 
larger context, there are interactions between other key concepts with each other as these concepts 
influence individuals’ lives. For example, in the given context, individuals are living 
interdependently in their communities with their family and friends. As such, individuals’ lives 
could potentially be influenced by the lives of others and vice versa. This could also bring about 
advantages or disadvantages to individuals’ lives over time that may subsequently have a 
cumulative effect. 
 
As life course is a set of normative expectations shaped by the context, the large majority of the 
individuals are expected to follow structured pathways to marriage and have children. However, 
there are a small minority of individuals who do not live their lives as “expected” or following the 
standard life transitions and trajectories and therefore, fall into the position of being childless. This 
is represented by the left-side box. Getting into this “position” however, could be influenced by the 
interactions between agency, family and structural constraints.  
 
At the same time, as their pathways are shaped through their life transitions and trajectories, there 
are opportunities and constraints that could have facilitated or inhibited the process of accumulation 
of resources. As the process of ageing takes place and the life course plays out, the focus in the 
current study is on older people who reach older age without children and sufficient resources. 
Ultimately, the study seeks to understand how these older people manage their social support needs 
given their accumulated resources over time.  
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3.5 Summary of Chapter 
This chapter has reviewed the literature related to childlessness, particularly childlessness in old 
age. Some researchers have attempted to compare the group of older people without children and 
those who are parents. Many noted the “different” pathways experienced by older people who are 
childless, and its consequences in old age. Most researchers in this area have focused on social 
networks, social support and well-being in older age. There is some attention given to the impact of 
different characteristics, such as gender and marital status, in exploring the lives of childless older 
people. However, existing research has given limited attention to the differences between ethnic 
groups, and the economic position of childless older people. Knowledge about the group of 
childless older people with few resources is lacking. In essence, there is a need to understand 
childlessness and poverty in old age in the context of Asia, particularly in Malaysia, paying 
attention to their pathways to childlessness, and the opportunities and constraints they face in the 
process of accumulation of resources over their life course, and how they have their social support 
needs met in old age. 
 
In order to understand and explore what happened in their lives and what led to their current 
position of being childless and poor, the Life Course Perspective provides a useful framework for 
the study. This emerging perspective takes into account not only the effects of the context, but also 
acknowledges individuals’ capabilities to construct their own lives. A dynamic and comprehensive 
feature of this perspective is an advantage in understanding the experiences of childless and poor 
older people. 
 
The emphasis on the influence of context and agency on individuals’ lives from quantitative studies 
is limited without the inclusion of individual interpretations and voices. Therefore, qualitative 
exploratory research can play a crucial role in taking into account the impact of context and agency 
in their life transitions and trajectories; in exploring the pathways to childlessness; in understanding 
the process of accumulation of resources, and the process of managing and meeting their social 
support needs in old age. This will be further discussed in the next chapter on Research 
Methodology. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
This chapter describes the research methodology used in this study to answer the research 
questions. The methodological process is discussed and this includes the research design, sampling, 
data collection, data management and analysis. This chapter concludes with discussion on the 
ethical considerations and the strengths and limitations of the study. 
 
4.1 Methodological Approach 
The Life Course Perspective recognises that individuals have the ability to change their lives 
(Marshall, 2009). They are able to reflect on their past experiences which might inform current 
positions and decisions made. This is crucial in understanding complex human lives where the 
process of interaction with the social world takes place. In the Life Course Perspective, the contexts 
of individual lives are important. Human lives both influence and are influenced by the conditions 
and context. The study adopts the constructionist perspective where the knowledge and experiences 
of lives are not only constructed within human beings themselves, but also should take into account 
the situation and interaction with their social world (Crotty, 1998, p. 42). 
 
From the constructionist perspective, individuals are understood as able to interpret and construct 
the knowledge about their lives, that in return produces understanding of social reality. This 
approach is appropriate where little is known about the area, and an understanding of the lived 
experiences is sought (Padgett, 1998). Childlessness in old age is a relatively new area in the ageing 
literature. The current exploratory study uses a qualitative approach to uncover the experiences 
across the life course that lead to childlessness and poverty in old age, experiences which others 
will not know about directly (Lapan, Quartaroli, & Riemer, 2012). Although quantitative 
approaches can provide useful insights about life course around social characteristics (e.g. gender, 
marital status), context or specific circumstances, they have little to say about the role of agency in 
the interpretation of life events (Locke & Lloyd-Sherlock, 2011). The constructionist approach is 
also suggested to study how individuals make sense, organise and take action in the context of their 
lives (Minichiello, Aroni, & Hays, 2008). This approach provides an in-depth understanding of 
lived experiences of being childless and poor older Malaysians, and allows them to express and 
present their experiences from their perspective in respect to their interaction with the social world 
over their life course. Most importantly, it acknowledges the importance of understanding the 
  61 
multifaceted and complex nature of human experiences from the perspective of individuals of 
concern (Morgan & Kunkel, 2011; Sankar & Gubrium, 1994). 
 
4.1.1 Research Design 
The research design explored the perspectives and experiences of participants at one point of time 
as they reflected on their life histories. While most life course studies involve longitudinal data, a 
number of studies have shown how qualitative cross-sectional data can be incorporated into the Life 
Course Perspective (Cooke & Gazso, 2009; Davies, 2003). The current study used a life history 
interview method. As noted in Locke and Lloyd-Sherlock (2011) "the semi-structured nature of the 
life histories provides a structure that facilitates the synthesis" (p. 1138); the data was categorised to 
make sense from the life transitions and trajectories to identify the key transitions and critical points 
in life. A recent cross-sectional study in Hong Kong used life histories from the Life Course 
Perspective to study ageing in the broader context (e.g. social and historical) (Kwok & Ku, 2016). 
The emphasis on earlier life transitions, trajectories, accumulation processes, opportunities and 
constraints within the context addresses the first two research questions. The life history method 
also allowed participants to convey and identify life events, and make their own interpretations of 
the events and decisions made throughout their lives (Muirhead et al., 2013). A strong element of 
individual agency from the life history interview frames the exploration of the third research 
question. 
 
4.1.2 Research Location  
Kuala Lumpur, the research location, has undergone a rapid modernisation over the years in social 
and economic areas. The area (i.e. KL) was chosen for pragmatic reasons. The researcher is more 
familiar with the area and thus is more likely to be able to recruit participants. Urban poor are also 
likely to be more vulnerable in this city due to the escalating cost of living in the area (Zainal, Kaur, 
Ahmad, & Mhd Khalili, 2012). They are one of the groups that require research and policy 
attention. Approximately 7.8 percent of the population in Kuala Lumpur, or 118,800 persons, were 
aged 60 years or above in 2010 (DOSM, 2011a). About 3.7 percent of the total older population in 
Kuala Lumpur in the same year received welfare financial assistance (Hamid & Chai, 2013) 
regulated by the Department of Social Welfare, Malaysia (DSWM) for the poor.  
 
4.1.3 Recruitment Site 
As there was no other direct way to identify the target group within the population, participants 
were recruited through the key service provider for poor older people, the Kuala Lumpur office of 
DSWM. This department is responsible for taking care of the welfare of those in need regardless of 
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age, gender and ethnic group. Older people are one of the groups of people under the department's 
care. It provides shelters, financial assistance and rehabilitation. As the sample of interest is a “hard-
to-reach” group, “an agency-based sample provides easier access, meeting spaces and a more 
readily available pool of participants” (Miles, cited in Abrams 2010, p. 541). It may raise the 
potential for coercion and this had been carefully managed by detailed explanation to potential 
participants.  
 
The recruitment site was at the one and only office in Kuala Lumpur under DSWM. Older people 
who live in Kuala Lumpur are referred to this office for matters related to financial support. This 
allowed the researcher to recruit participants at a single location where potential participants were 
gathered, and to have a clearly defined criterion of what constitutes “poor” in this context. 
Recruitment through the department (i.e. office) was also done for ethical reasons in an effort to 
screen out those with emotional distress or to be in a position to offer support through the social 
workers of the department, if participants were distressed by the interview. This issue will be 
further discussed in section 4.7 on ethical considerations.  
 
4.2 Gatekeeper Approval 
Approval and ethical clearance for the study were obtained from the University of Queensland 
Ethics Committee (Approval number: 2013001597). The Economic Planning Unit (EPU) in 
Malaysia was the gatekeeper to conduct research in the country. Finally, the approval from DSWM 
was sought from its head office to conduct the research in its Kuala Lumpur office. In the process of 
getting the approval both from EPU and DSWM, the researcher was required to register her 
research area online in two different portals. This enabled the agencies (i.e. EPU and DSWM) to 
monitor the progress of the research mainly at the approval stages. At the end of the data collection 
period, both agencies were informed in writing. 
 
Prior to the beginning of data collection, the researcher was required to report to the EPU office. A 
pass was given to the researcher by EPU to grant her researcher status for the period of the data 
collection. Upon arrival in DSWM Kuala Lumpur office, the researcher reported to the management 
and was introduced to the Head of Unit of Economic Assistance. The researcher introduced herself 
and the study, and was put under the care of the unit that was responsible for the financial assistance 
provided to older people and had most contact with potential participants. 
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4.3 Sampling 
Miles and Huberman (cited in Abrams 2010) suggest that sampling can be assessed based on its 
relevance to the research questions, ability to generate rich information about the topic, ethical 
considerations and feasibility. These attributes were taken into account in designing the sampling 
strategy. A purposive sample of thirty-four (34) older people who were childless and poor was 
recruited as participants from March to June 2014. Older people who did not have children in older 
age and were poor as defined earlier, were the target population of the study. There is no single rule 
to determine the sample size in qualitative research. It is generally set at below 50 (Ritchie, Lewis, 
& Elam, 2003). The sample size needed to be sufficient to provide rich information and incorporate 
the cultural diversity of Malaysian older people; and at a size which was manageable by single 
researcher interviewing across three languages.  
 
Overview of Participants’ Characteristics  
While the proposed sample size of this study was initially influenced by the possible heterogeneity 
of the group of interest (Ritchie et al., 2003) in terms of gender, marital status and ethnic group, 
most participants who agreed to be interviewed were women; Chinese; and never-married (i.e. 
single). The age ranged from 62 to 82 years old with an average age of 70.4 years old. Table 6 and 
Table 7 below provide an outline of the characteristics of the sample. Table 6 shows that the 
proportion of Malay participants was relatively under-represented as compared to the national 
population
20
. The limitations of the sampling are discussed later in the chapter. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
20 
About two-thirds of the Malaysian population are Malays – 2010 population census. 
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Table 6: Distribution of the Sample by Ethnic Group, Marital status and Gender 
  
Gender 
Total Female Male 
Ethnic Group       
Chinese 10 9 19 
Indian 4 
 
4 
Malay 9 1 10 
Others
21
 1   1 
Marital Status       
Divorced/Separated 3 2 5 
Married 2   2 
Single 10 8 18 
Widowed 9 
 
9 
Grand Total 24 10 34 
 
Table 7: Age Description of Sample by Gender 
  
Minimum 
Age 
Maximum 
Age 
Average 
Age 
Female 62 81 70.2 
Male 65 82 71.1 
Total     70.4 
 
Inclusion Criteria 
Participants who were recruited and interviewed had to meet a set of criteria. As they were recruited 
from the DSWM clients, they would have met most of the criteria. Such as, they had to be aged 60 
years
22
 or above at the time of the interview, were living in Kuala Lumpur but not living in public 
or private shelters, and were the recipients of the welfare financial assistance for poor older people 
from DSWM. The focus was on those who were living in the community rather than in an 
institution, because these are two different groups who may have different lived experiences and 
needs for support. Finally, participants had to be able to communicate in at least one of these 
languages, English, Malay or Cantonese, as these are the languages that the researcher is proficient 
with.  
 
Determination of “Childless” Status from Sample 
All participants were self-declared as being “childless” according to the definition of childlessness 
in this study as outlined in Chapter One. It is important to note here that none of the participants 
recruited were childless due to outliving all their children. Most had never had any biological 
                                                 
21 
Punjabi is a minority ethnic group in Malaysia and has often been categorised under “others” as ethnic group. 
22
 Aged population may vary across countries, but in Malaysia it is defined as those who are aged 60 years and above. 
The national retirement age is also set at this age. 
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children; three had lost contact or were estranged from their children; two had step-children, but 
they considered themselves as childless; and one participant declared that he had an “adopted 
daughter”, but this adopted daughter was actually his close friend who was younger than himself, 
and the process of adoption was an informal one. Most importantly, they had not been responsible 
for raising these children (e.g. step or adopted). In this study, older people who were not responsible 
for raising the children (i.e. own, adopted or step) from childhood were generally considered as 
childless. This is because the expectation and responsibility of these “children” may differ than that 
of their own biological children.  
 
Procedure of Recruitment  
The researcher was introduced to staff of the unit. Staff were briefed about the study and criteria for 
inclusion and how they were able to assist. The researcher was stationed in the office. Recruitment 
on the day depended on the number of older people presenting who fitted the criteria and the 
helpfulness of the staff in the unit in introducing the study to potential participants. One of the 
strengths of sampling through the office was that older people who attended the office for issues 
related to their welfare (i.e. financial aid) generally met the research criteria of being poor (poverty). 
However, not all poor older people who attended the office were those who did not have children in 
old age. Therefore, there were two ways in which participants were approached, screened and 
recruited (See Table 8 next, for summary of sample by recruitment method):  
 
1) By Staff – Participants were referred by staff from the unit, who identified the recipients of 
financial assistance who were childless. Participants were then invited to get more details from the 
researcher who was around in the office area. The majority (i.e. 18 participants) were recruited in 
this way. The researcher also had the opportunity to join the monthly field visits to the public low-
cost housing areas where most recipients of financial assistance lived. The visit was organised by 
the unit to review applications for welfare financial assistance. The researcher attended the visits 
wearing a University of Queensland T-shirt to differentiate herself as a researcher/student from the 
staff team. Participants were also referred to the researcher by staff during these visits. Four 
participants were successfully recruited and interviewed from this outreach; and interviews were 
carried out in their houses at a time convenient for them. In addition, a few helpful staff were also 
asked to assist in recruitment (i.e. to target Malay older persons as they were under-represented in 
the sample) by making phone calls to potential participants personally. Participants' consent was 
obtained before the researcher could talk to them. Another four participants were recruited in this 
way and three of them were Malay. Upon making the appointments, the interviews were then 
conducted in the participants’ homes. On all occasions, participants were given an option to 
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reject/withdraw their involvement and were reassured that the interview details were not disclosed 
to the department. That is, the independence of the study from the income support function of the 
department was constantly emphasised. 
 
2) By Researcher – Participants were greeted by the researcher in the waiting area in the office. The 
waiting area was designated for those who were waiting for their turn to be served. The researcher 
used observation (i.e. looking for older person) to identify potential participants before approaching 
them. The researcher started off with a simple conversation such as (i) Can I sit here (next to them)? 
(ii) May I ask you something? — both of which are culturally appropriate ways to begin a 
conversation. However, the tone used was important in determining the success of a good reply. 
These questions allowed the researcher to determine if potential participants were approachable, 
and to screen for the inclusion criteria. The screening questions incorporated in the conversation 
included (i) Are you attending the office alone? (ii) How did you come by? and (iii) Didn’t your 
children accompany you here? The researcher formally introduced herself to participants who met 
the criteria and asked about their interest in further conversation. This was followed by introducing 
and providing them with more details about the study. Four participants were successfully recruited 
using this method. Considering the fact they were recruited while attending the department, the 
independence of the study from the department was also emphasised. For those who did not meet 
the criteria or showed no interest to participate in the study, the interaction was ended after a 
moment of conversation in a positive manner.  
 
There were two reasons for the researcher to approach potential participants in the waiting area. 
First, the waiting time can be long (i.e. one to two hours), and approaching them at this time had 
increased the likelihood of participation rate. Also, participants appreciated the convenience of the 
interview settings (i.e. spending time in a conversation instead of waiting). A private room in the 
office was available for interviews. Second, the staff may not have fully understood participants’ 
backgrounds, although some were doing better than others as they were closer to their "client" (i.e. 
recipients of financial assistance). This was due to the number of cases handled by each staff 
member.  
 
Regardless of how the participants were recruited, participants were assessed based on their 
capacity to understand the study. This was based on their ability to engage with the researcher, and 
understand and answer the questions. 
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Table 8: Distribution of Sample by Recruitment Method and Interview Settings 
Recruitment Method 
Interview Settings 
Private Room in 
Office 
Participant's 
House 
Staff 
Office 18 4* 
Fieldwork 0 4 
Call 0 4* 
Researcher Office 3 1* 
Total   21 13 
*Appointment was made prior to the interview carried out in participant’s house  
(i.e. 9 out of 34 participants). 
 
The general recruitment procedures were as follows: 
1) The researcher attended the DSWM Kuala Lumpur office during the office hours for 
recruitment. 
2) The researcher introduced herself and reminded the staff on duty for the day about the 
inclusion criteria. 
3) Potential participants were recruited as outlined above. Potential participants were given 
information about the study (Participant Information Sheet, see Appendix A) and/or 
explained by the researcher (some participants were not able to read). The decision to 
participate was entirely up to the participants. In any interaction with participants, the 
language of their choice was used (i.e. English, Malay or Cantonese). 
4) Participants who were willing to be interviewed after learning about the study were given an 
option to be interviewed in the private room or in their house. Most participants had no issue 
doing it in the room in the office. Most interviews (25 out of 34) were carried out on the day 
of recruitment itself. 
5) The researcher made an appointment with participants who wanted the interview to be 
carried out in their house (9 out of 34). The researcher confirmed the interview a day earlier 
via telephone before going to their house.  
6) The study was explained in detail and participants were reminded that the interview would 
be audio recorded for the study purposes and was never to be used for identification. Most 
participants were not very well educated; the information about the study had to be 
explained to them by the researcher, rather than simply reading from the information sheet. 
7) A consent form (Participant Consent Form, see Appendix B) was signed by each participant 
to indicate that they understood and agreed to participate in the study. The consent form was 
signed before or after the interview depending on the interaction, as some participants were 
eager to start the interview straight away.  
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8) The researcher spent on average one to two hours for each interview. 
9) As a token of appreciation, participants received 60 MYR at the end of the interview for 
their time and effort. 
10) At the end of the interview, participants were asked if they would like to be contacted by the 
researcher when the study was completed for a copy of the summary of the study. Of those 
who left their contact numbers (27), most did not mind being contacted for the summary. 
This would be provided in the language of choice. Participants were aware that this was 
going to be one to two years post interview. 
 
There were also challenges throughout the recruitment process. The role of the researcher in the 
office was conflicting at times. As a Malaysian Chinese who is able to speak Cantonese, she was 
asked to be the translator between the Chinese “client” (e.g. could be any recipients of welfare 
support) and the staff who were mostly Malay. This could be initiated by either the staff or the 
“client”. She was in a dilemma on whether to assist them in translation, as the process could take 
some time. She needed to decide whether the time was right to assist them, as she was supposed to 
focus on her recruitment. Also, seeing that, some potential participants may have taken her as 
someone who was working with the department and this may have hindered the recruitment 
process. Therefore, she had to be very careful in dealing with potential participants and kept 
emphasising that she was not working with the department. However, by assisting with the 
translation, the researcher established a good relationship with the staff and this helped to obtain 
more referrals. To reiterate, as Malay participants were under-represented in the sample, a number 
of Malay participants were recruited with the help of the staff making direct phone calls to potential 
Malay participants. The difficulty in recruiting Malay participants however, was not necessarily 
linked to the role or different cultural background of the researcher, rather those potential 
participants who walked-in to the office were largely Chinese. Hence, the recruitment among 
Chinese was relatively higher. There is a discussion about the cultural background of the researcher 
and how this may have affected interactions with participants in section 4.6 on rigour and 
trustworthiness. Additionally, a potential limitation in the study could be linked to the position of 
the researcher as young and female in section 4.8.2. A researcher in this context needs to be 
flexible. 
 
4.4 Data Collection and Interview 
The life history interviews were conducted using in-depth interviewing with semi-structured 
questions (Interview guide, see Appendix C). The interviews explored the participants’ background, 
circumstances and events in life and social support experiences. This included the perception of 
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having no children in older age, their social networks and managing their support in later years. It 
generally began by asking participants about where and when they were born. Then this was 
continued with their family condition in the past, their education background, employment, familial 
relationships (i.e. extended family) and marriage opportunities and decisions. Historical events and 
health issues were raised especially by participants whose lives were affected by them. Questions 
around their current position of childlessness in relation to social support were also asked. 
 
The interview guide was prepared in English and translated to Malay and Chinese. Malaysia is a 
multilingual nation, and Malay is the national language. However, each participant had their own 
preference in languages. All interviews were carried out using their preferred languages or dialect 
(Malay, Cantonese or English) and were audio recorded. The researcher was able to interview 
effectively in these three languages
23
. All four Indian participants were interviewed in Malay, as the 
researcher is not able to communicate in any of the Indian languages or dialects. Although Malay 
was not their preferred language, it was a medium that both could use to communicate with each 
other. The researcher acknowledged this limitation with Indian participants where they may not be 
able to express their experiences explicitly. On the other hand, there was one Punjabi participant, 
and the interview was in English.  
 
Just before the end of each interview, participants were asked about their feelings about the 
interview process. This was important not only for them to share their feelings at the time of the 
interview, but also as a record of the rationale behind their participation in this study and to 
ascertain if referral was necessary. The willingness to participate in this study was attributed to the 
following: 
 
 No prior experiences of being interviewed about their lives. They were happy to have 
someone who was interested to know about their life experiences. 
 They had time to spare since they had attended the office on the day of interview for welfare 
matters. They would not mind sharing their life experiences. 
 They were willing to share their life stories with the researcher who is a younger student. 
They were happy to be able to assist and contribute. 
 
However, some participants shared that they have no special feelings about the interview but were 
feeling good about the opportunity to at least talk about the life that they had experienced.  
                                                 
23 
There were two participants (one Chinese and one Indian) who had a person acting as interpreter during the 
interview. This will be further discussed in the following sub-section. 
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4.4.1 Interviews with an Interpreter 
Generally the interviews were conducted between the researcher and the participant. This was 
because most attended the office alone or were at home alone. Although the interviews were meant 
to be conducted between the researcher and participant, two participants were more comfortable 
having someone known to them join in the interview due to their lack of confidence in speaking. 
These two interviews were conducted in the office. The person generally acted as interpreter. In one 
of the two interviews, the role of the interpreter (Chinese participant (P005) using 
Mandarin/Cantonese) was minor where he helped in just some expressions between participant and 
researcher. In another interview (Indian participant (P008) using Malay/English) the interpreter did 
most of the talking as she was a representative from a non-governmental organisation who helped 
the participant with the DSWM. The participant herself was more comfortable having the 
interpreter assist her because of her lack of confidence in any language other than her first language. 
This interpreter also claimed that she knew a lot about her life experiences and became involved in 
the interview, despite knowing that the conversation should be between researcher and participant.  
 
The researcher has reasonable knowledge of the languages and dialect that were used in the 
interviews: Cantonese, Malay and English. Language fluency was potentially a barrier between 
researcher and participant that required a third party of the participant’s choice to join in the 
interview. In the exceptional case of the Indian participant as above, the participant became 
dependent on the interpreter in the interview. This very likely affected the quality of the data 
gathered. The use of this interview in the data analysis is done with caution, including a caption to 
indicate the specific participant with a translator/interpreter. 
 
4.5 Data Management 
All interviews were audio recorded. The use of the recording gave an accurate record of the 
interviews and allowed the researcher to engage naturally in the conversation (Minichiello et al., 
2008). The quality of the recordings was generally acceptable although it was affected by 
surrounding noises and interruptions during the interview (e.g. telephone calls). The recordings 
were then transferred to the computer for translation and transcription. 
 
Note taking was practised by the researcher in addition to the recordings during the interviews. Key 
words and ideas were jotted down as it helped in developing the conversation. These also included 
jotting down participants' basic information throughout the interviews to assist in the conversation. 
This was a vulnerable group with many sad stories to tell which impacted on the researcher. 
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Supervision using Skype was very useful in debriefing some of the interviews and the impact of 
spending long hours in the waiting area of the welfare department.  
 
4.5.1 Process of Data Analysis 
Translation and Transcription 
The analysis of the data took place in two stages. This first stage involved translating and 
transcribing the interviews into English by the researcher. As Lapadat and Lindsay (1999) point out, 
transcription is an important component of the analysis process. This process is time consuming by 
itself (Basit, 2003) and slowed the progress of the research in managing the cross-language 
translation and transcription. The difficulties at this stage included finding appropriate English 
words to use in the translation, and the differences in grammatical structure between source 
language (e.g. Cantonese and Malay) and the target language (i.e. English) (Twinn, 1997). During 
the process, the researcher adopted the meaning-based translation as suggested by Esposito (2001) 
and M. L. Larson (1998). That is, "the interpreter (researcher) conceptualised the meaning and, 
using vocabulary and grammatical structure appropriate for the target language, reconstructs the 
meaning of the statement ..." (Larson, cited in Esposito 2001, p. 570). In addition, it is an advantage 
that the researcher is a multilingual speaker, to minimise the problem in understanding the intended 
meaning of the participants (Esposito, 2001). However, to ensure the accuracy of the data and 
transparency of the process, a sample of the transcriptions was sent to an experienced translator. 
Both transcripts, from the researcher and experienced translator, were then assessed by the 
supervisory team to ensure that the meaning of both transcripts was consistent. Both advisors 
agreed that the meaning was consistent in both transcripts. 
 
Coding and Thematic Analysis 
The second stage of the analysis involved coding and thematic analysis. The data in qualitative 
research are normally presented in the form of words that are highly subjective and rich with 
information (Wong, 2008). To put this in-depth information into examination, the data ought to be 
systematically scrutinised and analysed to present its underlying meaning of the situation (Basit, 
2003). Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was the guiding approach to analysis used in this 
current study, it is also one of the most commonly used analytic method in qualitative research. This 
is an analytic method that will facilitate the search within and across data to identify themes and 
repeated patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006), as well as exceptions. Thematic analysis is flexible and 
compatible with the constructionist paradigm (Braun & Clarke, 2006). That is, while deriving the 
codes and themes from the text, the process could also be guided by the related theory or concepts 
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in the study (Sun, 2014). The approach to thematic analysis generally consists of six phases as 
suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006, 2012). These phases are discussed as follows: 
 
Phase 1: Familiarizing with the data 
This phase was to ensure that the researcher was familiar with her data. The process began when 
listening to the audio recorder, translating and transcribing the interviews from its source languages 
to target language (i.e. English). These processes required the researcher to be familiar with the 
data. Notes were also made in each transcript (in hard-copy) to help in making sense of participants’ 
stories in relation to their lives as childless and poor older people. This means that the initial 
thoughts or interpretation were recorded for subsequent analysis. 
 
Phase 2: Generating initial codes 
This phase involved re-reading the transcripts repeatedly and carefully with research questions in 
mind. Together with notes from phase one, coding in this phase was done more systematically and 
thoroughly with the help of Nvivo software. Relevant data content was coded and each transcript 
has gone through the same process of coding. Earlier transcripts were re-read when there was a new 
code emerged in subsequent transcripts. For example, the idea about the impact of family of origin 
on their marital status only emerged when later participants emphasised on its relation with their 
childlessness. This phase has moved beyond initial expression of participants, but towards 
understanding the meaning behind the data with the help of the research questions. 
 
Phase 3 and 4: Searching and reviewing the themes 
A set of codes started to take shape to form themes in the process. In attempts to answer the 
research questions, those codes were identified in patterns and clustered to form subthemes and 
themes to tell meaningful story of participants’ account of life. These themes were continuously 
reviewed to represent the entire data in relation to the research questions. A coherent story of 
participants’ life could generally be told from the flow of the themes. Figure 5 below shows an 
example of the codes to theme in answering the research question.  
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Figure 5: Example of coding in Nvivo 
 
 
Phase 5 and 6: Defining and naming themes; and producing the report 
While reviewing the themes, there were opportunities to define and name the set of subthemes and 
themes. This phase was to ensure that each theme was developed without overlapping with other 
themes, although to a large extent they were related. For example, participants’ opportunities and 
willingness to have children in adult years are related to but differed from participants’ perceptions 
of the role of children in old age. Report generation was challenging in the sense of making sure 
that the overall analysis provided a coherent account of participants’ life. Individual transcripts were 
referred when the findings were presented to illustrate the stories on the whole. 
 
Structure and Process of Analysis 
Figure 6 below demonstrates the structure and process of the analysis in relation to thematic 
analysis. The analysis used a combination of both inductive and deductive approaches to firstly 
code and then develop themes. It began with "open coding" to explore what the data suggests are 
important themes (Phase 1). Remarks or labels (note making) were added at the margin of 
transcripts at this stage. Initial codes were developed in relation to the research questions (Phase 2). 
This occurred where the analysis process moved from inductive (driven by the data) to deductive 
analysis (assessing the relevance of theoretical ideas to the themes relating to their experiences of 
being old, childless and poor, the meaning these ideas had to participants and the implications for 
managing in the futures. emerging from the data). The intersection of what the data suggests with 
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what the theoretical framework offered led to an enhanced understanding of the impact of these 
interacting experiences for participants at this point in their lives. Their life transitions and events 
were explored in different, but interrelated domains/trajectories of life course, such as education, 
employment (i.e. work), family and relationships — how each trajectory in their life course was 
played out (what are the opportunities/disruptions in each trajectory), and how it shaped their 
pathways to childlessness in old age, and the accumulation of resources. 
 
Figure 6: Structure of the Analysis 
 
The process of coding continued through thorough reading in understanding the experiences, 
resources and social support needs. A set of codes was developed and further analysis was done 
with the Nvivo
24
 computer program to assist in the development of themes (Phase 3). Both initial 
coding on the transcripts and development of initial themes in Nvivo were independently checked 
by the supervisory team who had read all the translated transcripts. This allowed for the process of 
defining and redefining codes and themes through discussion (Phase 4 and 5). The story of 
participants’ experiences began to shape and the similarities and differences between groups of 
individuals (e.g. gender, ethnicity and marital status) identified. This time-consuming approach with 
many loops in the process (going back and forth) sought to strengthen the rigour and 
trustworthiness of the analysis. The written report of the analysis was presented in the findings 
chapters (Phase 6).   
                                                 
24 
Please visit website for information about Nvivo as a computer program: http://www.qsrinternational.com/what-is-
nvivo 
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4.6 Rigour and Trustworthiness 
Rigour refers to the authenticity and creditability of qualitative data and its analysis (Lincoln & 
Guba, cited in Padgett 1998). Participants needed to be open to talk about the topic in the study. The 
objective is to gain confidence and trust in the research findings (E. Thomas & Magilvy, 2011), and 
minimise possible threats to rigour and trustworthiness. A lengthy interview reduces the possibility 
of participants' withholding some part of the information (Padgett, 1998). In this study, most 
interviews were conducted for more than 60 minutes, depending on how much they had to share 
during the interviews. Engaging and building rapport with participants was important. The 
researcher contacted some of the participants up to three times, especially those who chose to be 
interviewed in their house. The first meeting was in the office, the second was via telephone while 
confirming the interview details (e.g. time and place) and the third during the actual interview. Most 
importantly, the researcher was not working for the department (DSWM) and this had been 
emphasised to participants — the aim was to encourage them to share their experiences more 
openly. Also, given the topic was their own life history, some participants saw themselves as 
experts on the topic. Although no claim can be made regarding the accuracy of the stories told, the 
transcripts show that they presented their stories as they were meaningful for them at that point in 
their lives.  
 
The researcher is a younger Malaysian Chinese who was born and raised in Malaysia. Participants 
had a priori information about the researcher’s background before agreeing to participate. It was 
made clear to participants that the researcher is a student who is seeking knowledge and 
understanding of their life experiences. As suggested by Kaufman (1994), a young researcher who 
can take the role as pupil in front of older participants is an advantage. Participants as older people 
were more willing to participate as they understood that the researcher was in the knowledge-
seeking process. Some participants were from the same, others from a different cultural background 
to the researcher. As an insider to Chinese participants, the ability of the researcher to speak the 
common language (e.g. Cantonese) and to be from the same cultural background, was an advantage 
in building a good relationship with them. On the other hand, as an outsider to participants of a 
different cultural background, the researcher’s ability to speak their language (e.g. Malay) and be 
sensitive about their culture assisted her in engaging with them more fully. There were difficulties 
in engaging with Indian participants, however, as language was a major concern (i.e. interview done 
in Malay language). They may not have been able to fully understand the questions they were asked 
and perhaps could not elaborate on what they wanted to express. As both an insider and outsider 
culturally, it is important to build a degree of closeness and trust, so that participants were more 
open in sharing information about their personal life.  
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The researcher was aware that her personal thoughts and interpretation during the interview affected 
the engagement with participants. The researcher practiced reflexivity to minimise her perspective 
and emphasise the participant’s perspective (Underwood, Satterthwait, & Bartlett, 2010) instead. 
Field notes were kept to actively remind the researcher of her role in seeking knowledge during the 
interaction with participants. The researcher’s reactions and preconceptions and how they might 
influence the interviews and the subsequent analysis were discussed extensively with the advisory 
team. 
 
Participants’ consent was obtained to participate in the study. Participation was on a voluntary basis 
to ensure that participants were sharing their stories willingly. They were unlikely to trouble 
themselves in making up stories (Padgett, 1998). Moreover, the researcher had assured participants 
of confidentiality and anonymity which encouraged them to share their life experiences more freely. 
Interviews were mostly conducted on a one-to-one basis in a private space where the process of 
questioning and answering was smoother. Also, as suggested by Wenger (2001b) many older 
people have few opportunities to talk about their lives, so they were more likely to share their 
stories openly. 
 
Rigour was also enhanced by the contributions of the supervisory team. Prior to the data collection, 
the supervisory team and the researcher had a round of mock interviews to ensure that the 
researcher was ready to go to the field. An interview guide was utilised and this was a useful 
practice to assist the researcher in building confidence to conduct interviews and to prepare for 
ethical situations that might arise. Multiple scenarios were set for discussion and consideration was 
given to possibilities of handling ethical issues and dealing with any participants distressed by the 
interviews. Throughout the data collection, regular meetings were held via Skype. The challenges in 
the field were discussed and advice was sought. Their role was also important during the data 
translation and transcription. The researcher translated and transcribed earlier interviews which 
were read by the supervisory team and feedback was provided on the quality of the interviewing. 
Throughout the process, the supervisory team provided feedback and comments on a case-by-case 
basis. This assisted in reflecting on potential preconceptions that might affect the analysis. 
 
Negative case analysis was used to enhance rigour in the analysis (Padgett, 1998). As Brodsky 
(2008) states, “finding and understanding negative cases not only strengthens a good study, but 
these cases protect against researcher biases in what and how data are seen and reported” (p. 533). It 
was used to expand and provide a wider view of the phenomenon of the study. 
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4.7 Ethical Considerations 
Many of the ethical issues that arise in qualitative research are due to the need of the researcher to 
be immersed in the participants’ world, to establish a close and dynamic relationship (Punch, cited 
in Padgett 1998). Essentially, the researcher had to appear to be trustworthy and approachable to 
establish and maintain rapport with participants. In this study, one of the ethical issues that needed 
to be addressed was around confidentiality to hold the participants’ identity anonymous and respect 
their privacy. Although informed consent from the participant was sought in verbal and written 
form to protect their identity, it should do more than just that. While using participants’ words in the 
research findings is common in qualitative research, it is necessary to change and alter some details 
in description to enhance confidentiality and anonymity (Minichiello et al., 2008). For example, 
places and names of individuals mentioned in the interview were left blank in the quotes, but with 
an indication of the subject (e.g. “name” or “location”). At times, participants were also concerned 
about what they had shared during the storytelling. At this instance, the researcher had to respect 
their concern and took note about it. Participants were mostly uneducated or with little education, so 
clear explanations were crucial and questions were answered to their satisfaction prior to their 
agreeing to participate. Importantly, their rights to withdraw were emphasised. None of the 
participants asked to withdraw from the study. 
 
It is important to ensure that participation is fully voluntary and the researcher did her best to ensure 
confidentiality, anonymity and privacy. Although recruitment was through the DSWM and with the 
help of its staff, it was clearly explained to participants that their participation had nothing to do 
with the benefits and services that they were entitled to from the department. Also, the department 
would not know who had participated and what they had actually shared with the researcher. This 
was because the final decision to participate by participants was unknown to the department. Every 
effort was taken to ensure none of what had been shared by participants was made known to the 
staff. At every stage of the research process, including analysis and discussion of findings, 
participants were unidentifiable as “participant number” was used and not their name. 
 
While participants felt free to share their stories, the interview settings may have affected their 
feelings throughout the interview. Participants were given the choice to do the interviews in a room 
in the office (in the department) or at a place convenient for them (e.g. house). Most of the 
participants had no concern about having a closed door interview in the office as they found it more 
convenient than making an appointment. Also, some of them did not have a contact number to 
organise meetings outside the office. In a couple of interviews, a third party (i.e. interpreter) was 
present during the interview. These two interviews were also conducted in a room in the office. 
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Participants were more comfortable during the interviews with the presence of the interpreter as 
they were with someone who knew them and knew about most parts of their lives. The researcher 
did not eliminate the possibility of the interpreter’s influence on the participant’s decision to 
participate, or on what was said. This influence was taken into consideration during the data 
analysis — what was shared by the interpreter and the participant’s actual words were translated 
and transcribed accordingly. 
 
This study was carried out by one researcher who had never met or had any knowledge of any of 
the staff or participants prior to the recruitment and interview. The researcher is a student who is 
seeking knowledge about the topic of interest. There was no conflict of interest found between the 
researcher and participants in the study. Undoubtedly, there were a couple of participants who 
expected more assistance from their participation in this study. These included more financial 
assistance, employment and accommodation. Referral to the counselling service was offered to one 
of the participants who had issue with employment and accommodation; however, she chose to 
reject this assistance. In another case, a participant was hoping to get more financial assistance from 
the department through an increase or change of scheme from general assistance to the older 
person’s scheme. The researcher helped in explaining what needed to be done on her part to send 
the request to the department. In both of these cases, participants had the autonomy to decide and 
act on the information that had been provided by the researcher. The researcher’s role as separate 
from that of the department was constantly made clear. 
 
Informed consent alone does not eradicate the event of emotional distress and harm of participants 
(Padgett, 1998). The participants in this study were a group of poor and childless older people living 
in the community. During the interviews, they were asked to talk about their experiences in life that 
may be put in a positive or negative light. Due to the nature of their current situation, most of the 
participants’ understanding of their lives was interwoven with some painful experiences. While a 
number of participants wept (especially women) during interviews when reminiscing and sharing 
their life stories, participants were given time to become calmer. It was common that they chose to 
continue despite having the choice to stop the interview. When participants were asked about their 
feelings of the interview process at the end of the interview, some participants reported they felt 
better (e.g. glad) having had the opportunity to talk about their lives. Ethically, in the case where 
participants needed more assistance (i.e. in relation to emotional distress), it was intended that 
participants’ consent would be gained before referral to a counsellor within the department. 
However, none of the participants who were interviewed needed the counsellor’s services. Their 
concerns remained around financial issues, and therefore, facilitating discussion with the staff at the 
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Department was adequate to address their concerns. None reported that it was a negative 
experience. 
 
A token of appreciation in terms of the monetary gift was offered to all the participants to 
compensate for their time in this research. This was never intended to encourage participation and it 
was not emphasised during the initial contact with potential participants. This incentive was 
mentioned when they showed interest or, at times, at the end of the interview, to avoid the risk of 
potential coercion for their participation. In three of the cases, participants were reluctant to accept 
it although the researcher had tried to persuade them. As the token of appreciation was earned by 
their participation, hence with their consent, the appreciation is donated to one of the charity 
organisations in Kuala Lumpur for those in need. 
 
4.8 Strengths and Limitations  
4.8.1 Strengths 
The sample in this study was of older people without children who were poor. This group of people 
has been given little attention in studies of ageing in Malaysia, or in the literature more broadly. 
This exploratory study provides some understanding about the lives of poor older people without 
children and how they manage their needs in old age. Poor older people are a “hard-to-reach group” 
in research terms. Being able to involve thirty-four (34) older people across three cultural groups in 
the study within the time constraints of fieldwork is a considerable achievement. 
 
The use of the Life Course Perspective in studying ageing is increasing as scholars observe its 
potential to inform earlier intervention (Marshall, 2009). The study will add to the literature of Life 
Course Perspective in developing policy in ageing, families and care. Most life course literature has 
used large data sets and quantitative research method; this current study contributes to the dearth of 
qualitative life course research. The ability of qualitative life course research to put individual 
experiences in wider contexts is a valuable methodology that may contribute to better understanding 
and theorising questions, such as how and why the phenomenon of interest occurs (Locke & Lloyd-
Sherlock, 2011). 
 
4.8.2 Limitations 
The sample of older people in this study was of those in the system receiving financial assistance. 
Ethically, going through a gatekeeper (i.e. DSWM) allowed the researcher to refer them in case of 
emotional distress or other needs. However, this also means that those who were living in the 
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community in a similar situation but without financial assistance from the state and those in 
residential care were excluded. Participants were recruited from an urban area (i.e. city); hence, 
those of a similar background from rural areas were excluded. They may have experienced the same 
situation (i.e. childless and poor in old age) differently. Also, this study initially set out to recruit a 
wider range of childless older people, but the sample recruited did not include those who have 
outlived all their children. As such, no representation could be made for this group of childless older 
people.  
 
Although the sample accounted for some variations in older people’s characteristics, such as 
gender, marital status and ethnic group, most of them were never-married and therefore, did not 
have children (i.e. childless). The sample was skewed, with women being the majority and Chinese 
being the largest group. Malays were under-represented as opposed to the population in Malaysia, 
in which Malay is the largest ethnic group (i.e. more than 65 percent). This had subsequently 
deterred potential comparison between groups in the analysis. For example, there was a lack of 
Malay men in the sample. Recruitment of Malays through other channels may be useful, such as 
through the State Islamic Religious Councils (SIRCs) which provide similar welfare assistance 
targeted at the Malay (i.e. Muslim) community. However, this is more challenging for the 
researcher as a Malaysian Chinese, considering the cultural sensitivity. At the same time, the 
recruitment through the welfare department (i.e. DSWM) was more comprehensive as it covers the 
welfare of all who are in need, regardless of age, gender and ethnic group.  
 
Participants’ sexuality was not asked in the interviews despite its potential relevance in affecting 
their partnering relationships. This was because of the researcher’s position as young and female 
and that it is culturally insensitive to raise it. None of the participants raised the issue of their 
sexuality throughout the interviews. 
 
4.9 Summary of Chapter 
This chapter has presented the research methodology used in this study. It provided details about 
how the study was carried out from the methodological approach, recruitment process, 
interviewing, transcribing and translating to coding and analysis. The challenges faced throughout 
the recruitment and data collection were also discussed. This included for example, working with 
the recruitment centre and the use of three different languages. Qualitative research is a complex 
and time-consuming approach, but the data collected is rich with information to answer the research 
questions, that makes it a valuable method. The next chapter is the first analysis chapter of the 
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study, and discusses the transitions and trajectories that poor older participants see are linked to 
them being childless in old age. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
LIFE TRAJECTORIES TO CHILDLESSNESS 
AMONG POOR OLDER PEOPLE 
 
This chapter addresses the first research question: What are the transitions and trajectories in 
poor older people’s lives that they see are linked to them being childless in old age? As 
reported in the introductory chapter, childlessness in this study not only refers to older people 
without their own children, but also refers to those without the support of their children in old age 
(i.e. lost contact or estrangement). Life course terms, such as transitions, turning points and 
cumulative effects, are used to explore pathways to childlessness among poor older people. 
Transitions happen when an individual’s role and status changes within a trajectory (Hutchison, 
2011). Moving from school to work, marriage and having children are examples of such changes. In 
most cases in this study, turning points are most relevant when discussing life events, such as 
poverty, family of origin, health and partner relationships that positively or negatively impacted on 
a participant’s life course. These turning points are identified through the analysis of the interview 
data. Notably, these turning points tend to negatively affect participants’ life opportunities rather 
than to positively influence them as most are often linked to cumulative disadvantage. Participants 
were asked how they came to have no children or no support of children in old age to explore their 
perceptions of earlier life events that may have influenced the later life outcome (i.e. childlessness 
in old age). The Life Course Perspective also recognises the concept of human agency which 
stresses the ability of individuals to construct and reconstruct, and make sense of their lives without 
children in old age. The analysis therefore also explores decision points and the exercise of agency, 
or the constraints on it. 
 
The first section of this chapter presents participants’ reports of life experiences leading to 
childlessness in old age, an experience that differs from a normative life course. This section 
explores how they come to be in this position in old age taking into account their personal 
interpretation, choices available and decisions made, and the opportunities and constraints in their 
lives. Second, a section discusses participants’ perceptions of their lives without children in old age 
and the role of children for support in old age, to deepen the understanding of their life experiences 
without the support of children in old age.  
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Although participants share the common attributes of being childless and poor in old age, their 
pathways to childlessness differed. Having stable relationships or marriage was the basis for having 
children. Hence, there were two broad groups: those who were never-married and those who had 
experienced marriage. Within these groups, some had made a conscious choice that not having 
children was “best” for them given their circumstances at that time. Others had had less control over 
their lives and were more constrained by the circumstances in adult life that did or did not enable 
them to get married and/or have children. Poverty, individual factors such as poor health, issues in 
their family of origin and partnering relationships had contributed in shaping their pathways to 
childlessness. In their retrospective account of life as a childless person, some reported receiving 
negative treatment earlier in life, but most did not report experiencing stigmatisation in older age. 
The perception of the role of children in old age varied. Some supported the idea that children 
would provide support in old age. Others however, were less likely to see children as a valuable 
source of support in old age. 
5.1 Divergence from the Normative Life Course 
The sampling framework of the study included older people who have experienced a divergence 
from the Malaysian normative life course of having children and having the support of children in 
old age. From the Life Course Perspective, individuals’ lives are age-graded and socially 
constructed with a sequence of transitions and trajectories subject to historical and social change 
(Cooke & Gazso, 2009; Elder, 2000). Any transitions that did not occur, or occurred in an unusual 
sequence, could be viewed as violation of the normative timetable (Hagestad & Neugarten, cited in 
Life Course Theory – Key Principles and Concepts n.d). Hence, being childless either by not going 
through transitions into marriage or parenthood, or losing contact, would be seen as non-normative. 
  
Most participants (n = 31) had not had children; a small number (3) had children but did not have 
contact with them in their old age. In this chapter, the pathways to childlessness in old age is 
presented from two different groups of participants; those who never-married; and those who had 
been, or were currently married (ever-married participants), at the time of the interview. This is 
because the pathways to childlessness are by and large closely related to their marital status.  
 
5.1.1 Never-Married 
For the never-married participants (18), trajectories to childlessness were rather clear. Although the 
experiences varied across participants, gender roles and status, characteristics of and relationships 
with the family of origin were commonly linked to childlessness in this group. The common theme 
among these participants was that they did not have a long-term relationship that could lead to 
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marriage (i.e. remaining single) and seen as the precursor to having children. For a range of reasons 
they missed out getting married and hence having children earlier in their life course. As a result, 
most had expected to remain single and childless over their life course. The range of reasons is 
outlined below. 
 
Poverty and Affordability 
Poverty was strongly linked to not having a long-term relationship. Most participants reported that 
they were poor or from poor families and remained poor over their life course. The Life Course 
Perspective suggests that earlier life course decisions, opportunities and conditions could affect later 
outcomes. The past has potentially created a chain of reactions that affects the present and the 
future. In this case, when asked questions related to relationships and children, some single 
participants (8) across gender and ethnicity talked about the responsibilities of taking care of the 
family or children. They would rather be alone or single than to take up the responsibility for 
reasons related to financial consideration. 
 
But myself, I was very confused and I didn’t have the mood to (involve in relationship). 
My money was not a lot, myself. The most important is … to get a stable life, then … 
comparatively, we don’t have to worry after we get married. (P010, Chinese Single 
Man, age 71) 
 
First thing first, I never thought that I wanted to get married. Secondly, we are so poor, 
if we get married to someone who are richer, we can’t live together. If we get married to 
someone who are poorer than we are, why do we need to get married. If you could 
work, that is still fine, whereby we could still manage to survive. But then if 
unfortunately, that my sickness would … somehow … I couldn’t work, what should I 
do? Everyone who gets married would like to have children, right. What happen to the 
children then? So we do not think about marriage. We know our living. (P002, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 75) 
 
For this participant above (P002), based on her description there was an interaction of lack of 
financial resources and poor health status. Being in these disadvantaged conditions had 
consequently influenced her decision to remain single. 
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There was one exception, however. One single man was more financially secure in his younger 
days, but he also reported an unwillingness to take on the responsibility of marriage and children. 
This unwillingness may be influenced by his family experiences that will be discussed later. 
 
The responsibility (to take care of children), you know the challenge that I am not 
willing to face … (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
 
Some single women (6) had a rather different perspective on building a family, but it was still 
related to affordability. They feared being involved in a relationship with an irresponsible partner 
who may not be able to provide long-term care for their potential family and children. These 
women felt afraid that the responsibility and burden would be exacerbated without sufficient 
individual and family resources, and limited welfare safety net. 
 
I thought of that (getting married) but it was not under my control, what can I do? Who 
didn’t want to get married, be in better position and have a family, but I don’t have it … 
that’s okay. I don’t want to get married with 5–6 children and the husband run away 
with another woman. How am I going to take care of the children? (P021, Malay Single 
Woman, age 68) 
 
But for some women (3) this was not the only reason. Family experiences and health status had 
intersected with their financial consideration. These participants, both men and women had control 
over their decisions in that they chose not to seek a marriage but had little control over access to 
financial resources that underpinned this decision. This demonstrates the link between life 
circumstances and individual agency. 
 
Poverty – Education 
Moreover, some participants’ poorer earlier life experiences had affected their educational levels 
and subsequently their employment options that limited their ability to accumulate financial 
resources. Therefore, they were less confident about meeting people or being able to provide for a 
family.  
I would think I have not enough education. If I have enough, I would be able to get a 
better job and my life wouldn’t be like this. If I have a good job, I would not be afraid 
of not getting a wife. I don’t have to depend on others to get me a partner and have 
trouble with them. (P026, Chinese Single Man, age 70) 
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I don’t like to, I see my family are all suffering. I said that I don’t want to get married 
(laugh). No fun. What you can get if you got married? It is alright if you are well 
educated as you can have a good job, if you get married and the husband didn’t give 
you money, you can still support yourself. Since I am not well educated, I stay at home 
only. (P028, “Punjabi” (other) Single Woman, age 72) 
 
Poverty – Employment 
Employment affected participants’ opportunities to look for potential partners. Two men reported 
their non-involvement in relationships was due to their employment and/or commitment to 
contributing to the family of origin’s financial position. In contrast to women, men did not report 
direct caregiving responsibilities towards the family, but rather they assisted by contributing to the 
family financial position. The effect of caregiving responsibilities on participants’ lives will be 
discussed later in this section. Here, in relation to their employment, these men perceived that they 
did not have time for relationships as they had devoted most of their time at work. The types of 
employment such as those that required travelling may have impacted on choices to marry. For 
example: 
 
When I was younger, I always go from country to country. I like that and I never 
thought about getting married or so. As I earned money and came back, I would give 
some money to my father. (P022, Chinese Single Man, age 67) 
 
I have no fate at it. No affinity. Back then, I was hanging around, keep working here 
and there and didn’t know a lot of ladies. How would I suppose to get married? (P026, 
Chinese Single Man, age 70) 
 
Similarly, one woman who worked as a domestic helper reported that she had limited opportunities 
to meet people. She spent most of her active working life as a live-in domestic helper and this had 
restricted her social connectivity. 
 
I worked as helper (home helper), how can I meet people (friends)? Only stay in the 
house. (P002, Chinese Single Woman, age 75) 
 
However, she also highlighted another reason for her non-involvement in relationship, which was 
her poor health as a past Poliomyelitis patient. Health issues are further discussed below. This 
example shows that at times, some participants’ decisions on forming relationship and marriage 
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were not simply due to one factor but they can be influenced by the interaction of several life events 
at the same time. 
 
Poor Health 
Poor health status was linked to participants’ decisions not to be involved in partnering 
relationships. A few participants (4) had made a decision not to get married or have children due to 
poor health. This was one turning point in their lives that had a negative impact and altered the 
direction of their trajectories. 
If I was not sick, probably I would get married. Because, regardless of how poor we are, 
we could still work. At least, if with children, we still could provide them … right. If, I 
think that myself am sick, I am not interested anymore (in getting married and have 
children). I am afraid that I could not take care of it. (P002, Chinese Single Woman, 
age 75) 
 
In most of these cases, participants experienced chronic health problems such as Poliomyelitis or 
Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) diseases that had a long-term influence on their decisions 
about marriage and having children. The decision was not necessarily related to their limited 
financial resources dealing with their poor health, but rather their poor health status had changed 
their perception of life and priorities.  
 
Without SLE, I thought I would (get married). I was dating at that time too, but I told 
him that I couldn’t get married. Otherwise, I would cost the children to suffer and it 
would be better if the husband is willing to stay, if not, I would be in trouble. So, we 
broke up peacefully. This is understandable. (P024, Chinese Single Woman, age 62) 
 
They may have had the opportunities to get married and have children, but were constrained by 
their earlier life, living with poor health which had discouraged both potential partners and their 
intentions around marriage. 
 
Family Experiences  
Earlier experiences from the family of origin were perceived to have impacted on their perspectives 
and values of family. A small number of participants (4) had experienced family conflicts that 
eventually influenced their perceptions of marriage. They had little confidence in marriage that 
caused them to not become involved in relationships. This decision may also be related to 
participants’ individual choices made within their perceptions of their life circumstances. 
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When he (father) left, he didn’t give us a single cent (weep). Maybe, that’s the 
psychological effect on me. I thought about if I got married and get a husband like my 
father, I need to support the children and all. I thought I better remain single. Maybe 
also because I didn’t get … or I am not lucky in relationship (to get a good husband). I 
used to have a boyfriend, but I broke up with him. Maybe because of that too. (P025, 
Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
 
At that time, I didn’t think of that (marriage) as my family was “like that” (conflict – 
loss family resources), I thought that I am demotivated. (P013, Chinese Single Man, 
age 77) 
 
It was also apparent that their life course was linked to the life course of their family members. A 
single woman quoted below (P028) reported not being interested in marriage because of poverty in 
her family of origin. 
 
And I see my family very poor, I didn’t get married. Then I live my life just like that. 
From 12 years old, I didn’t go anywhere, I just go to the temple and pray and go back to 
the house. (P028, “Punjabi” (other) Single Woman, age 72) 
 
I want to find (a job), but nobody was going to look after my parents. Because they 
couldn’t walk and sit down, I was the one who helped them to get up, sit on the 
wheelchair and pushed them to the bathroom. (P028, “Punjabi” (other) Single 
Woman, age 72) 
 
P028 reported being the main carer of her parents at home and was unemployed most of her life. It 
was not clear if the actual reason for her decision not to marry was due to her family poverty, her 
caring responsibility or both. But, her life trajectory had clearly been affected by her family 
experiences where a missed timing of one transition (i.e. marriage) could have affected the other 
(i.e. parenthood), as multiple transitions in different life domains are interrelated. Some never-
married participants regardless of their gender (9) had also experienced caring responsibilities 
(including financial contribution) at some point in their lives, but they did not explicitly relate that 
to them not marrying. Caregiving can also affect those who were married. Two ever-married (i.e. 
divorcee and widow) women had also clearly been affected by the caring responsibilities towards 
parents and younger siblings in their early days, but the effect was not to the extent of non-
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marriage, rather they got married relatively later and this affected having children. This will be 
discussed later in the subsection 5.1.2 on the pathways of ever-married participants. 
 
Previous Partner Relationships 
Negative experiences in previous relationships had also influenced some participants’ decisions to 
remain single. They had a negative perception from the previous relationship that affected their 
involvement in future relationships.  
 
Yes, I did have. But some of them weren’t suitable, so we separated. Until 1970, I knew 
someone whom I have been together for 4 years. Then after that, we were not 
compatible and we went separate ways. Afterwards, I never ever thought about this 
thing anymore. (P011, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
However, this participant (P011) did not elaborate on the reason for the broken relationship that had 
subsequently affected his perceptions of new relationships. He also did not accept a new 
relationship due to the differences in social status (i.e. employment type) between himself and the 
new potential partner, which resulted in another loss of opportunities to have relationships. 
 
In 1987, I had a friend, the girl was working in a foreign company as consultant. She 
introduced … I thought she was a consultant and I worked in the “rough” industry 
(industry that don’t need to be highly educated), I thought it was not compatible. It was 
very difficult to match, I think. I was afraid to nod my head (agree to it). (P011, 
Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
This example also reflects accumulated disadvantage due to participant’s earlier education and 
employment. 
 
In another instance, although a single man was involved in a potential relationship, he did not end 
up married. He reported incompatibility as the reason. 
 
Actually, our way views are very different, as we get along … we stayed together just 
like that. Married ... Actually she already has children, she was a divorcee. That’s it. I 
have my own life, so she used to interfere, I drink and sit in the coffee shop, cannot (she 
didn’t allow), so I got fed up. (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
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However, his decision may also be related to his bad experiences from his family of origin as he 
implied during the interview he had been a victim of child abuse in his younger days. Therefore, he 
may not have had a strong value of family and was not willing to accept the responsibility to take 
care of a family of his own. Interestingly, he had also shared his experience with the economic 
crisis in the late 1990s that impacted on his economic position, which may have contributed to his 
decision-making on marriage at that point. For some, it was clear that external events, as well as 
personal experiences, intersected to frame up options in relation to marriage. 
 
Choices and Fate 
Individual choices and actions also created variability. For example, a single man reported having 
high expectations on relationships that made it difficult to get the right partner. 
 
If I met someone suitable, I would not be like this. I want someone who knows how to 
work. I set my expectation high. As long as she knows how to work. I have (bad) 
experience. If there is no tolerance between the two, (it would be) better not married. It 
is useless. (P001, Chinese Single Man, age 72) 
 
On the other hand, five participants who were mostly Chinese, also tended to relate their single 
status as fated, and they perceived that they had no choice and that it was out of their control. 
 
I want (children), but is fate. Fate is important. Having to meet someone is fate. There 
are a lot of ladies in the street, without this fate, we will be alone too. (P013, Chinese 
Single Man, age 77) 
 
Yes, I indeed had boyfriends, but it was what people called, fate that it didn’t happen. 
We broke up and all. Then until now, I am still single. (P025, Malay Single Woman, 
age 67) 
 
The next subsection will focus on the group of participants who had been, or were currently 
married, at the time of the interview.  
 
5.1.2 Ever-Married 
Most participants who had ever-married from the sample were women (14); there were only two 
men. Ever-married participants had different pathways to childlessness. Unlike never-married 
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participants, the ever-married had experienced partnership formation or marriage. The opportunity 
to have children however, was lost, did not come by at the right time or ceased for various reasons.  
 
Short Marriage 
Three Malay women and two men (Malay and Chinese) had divorced or separated from their 
partners. The divorce rate for Malays is higher than that of other ethnic groups in Malaysia, and also 
higher among women (Kling, 1995). Their marriages were short-lived (3) and the majority did not 
have children, except for one Chinese man who lost contact with his children — this will be 
discussed in next subsection. There were differences in gender in relation to their perspectives about 
the end of their marriages. Both men reported that incompatibility was the reason for the divorce, 
while women perceived that irresponsibility of their ex-husbands in providing care for the family 
contributed to the decision. 
 
When I got married … he (the husband) liked to drink and gamble and enjoy. I thought 
if that was all he wanted, better not married. That’s the first one (husband). If I 
continued to be with him and have children, the children will be like me, who am not 
educated. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
 
There were a number of events in her (P029) life that took place in her marriage trajectory which 
may or may not have been related to each other. She had reported getting married in later age (i.e. 
her late 20s) because of her caregiving responsibility towards her older parent. 
 
It (marriage) was late. Because at that time my parents were still around, I thought if I 
got married, my husband may not like my older parents. So, I thought … and my 
brother was also saying let me take care of my parents. If I got married, they will be a 
lot of problems. My salary was “like that” and … I was thinking … my parents were 
still around … if I got married, my husband may not like my parents … they will be left 
out. That was what I was thinking. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
 
She had also reported giving birth to a child earlier in her marriage, but the baby died a few days 
after its birth. Her divorce happened not long after she lost her baby. In her later age (50s), she got 
married for the second time but ended up separated. She reported that the separation was caused by 
incompatibility with her second husband’s existing family (i.e. his children) and being 
unaccustomed to the change of her location (move out of Kuala Lumpur) after their marriage. She 
remained unmarried after the separation. 
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Another woman (P032), on the other hand, reported that her marriage was a forced marriage and 
ended in divorce. This example is illustrating a life course concept of linked lives where it 
“generates tensions and conflicts when individual’s goals differ from the needs of the family as 
collective units” (Life Course Theory – Key Principles and Concepts, n.d). In her case, her parents 
wanted her to get married but she did not want to. 
 
My mother was threatening to kill herself if I didn’t, because she was afraid of my step-
father. She was afraid that my step-father would run away from the house. She forced 
me to get married. I have to get married then. He divorced his wife, and he has children 
as well. (P032, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 67) 
 
He left me after a few months into marriage. He got back to his wife and he got married 
with another one. (P032, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 67) 
 
In Islamic marriage, polygamy is acceptable, allowing a man to have up to four wives, although it 
may not be as prevalent as in the past, according to Kling (1995). Nevertheless, her marriage (P032) 
did not last and she did not become involved in any further relationships.  
 
Interestingly, she also related her non-involvement in a relationship with her status as a Baitulmal 
(i.e. financial assistance) recipient.  
 
I already got Baitulmal at that time, if I got married, they will cut it off. (P032, Malay 
Divorcee Woman, age 67) 
 
This demonstrates the participant’s ability to make choices by taking into account the opportunities 
and constraints. This participant (P032) also provides an example of structural opportunities and 
constraints where the participant’s action was in tandem with the assistance provided and was likely 
to be shaped by the policy. 
 
Lost Contact with Children 
Three participants became childless due to losing contact with all their children (on average, they 
each had two children). The only Chinese man who had had children in his lifetime was a divorcee, 
and he had a clearer life trajectory to childlessness. He reported that his gambling habit had resulted 
in a divorce and separation from his children. He was also one of the more wealthy participants for 
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most of his life. However, due to his gambling he chose to divorce his wife and disowned his 
children to stay on his own. He did not have any contact with his ex-wife and children after that.  
 
I have a broken family. It was broken some 25 years ago or maybe more. I considered 
myself a single. I said to myself, I have no family. I had a family but broken, so no more 
family. I have no family for 25 years. (P020, Chinese Divorcee Man, age 82) 
 
Similarly, two widows had lost contact with their children. Unlike the male participant above, both 
widows did not expect to be estranged and had no idea where their children were. The loss of 
contact with their children may have been related to their family relationships and conflict, as well 
as the lives of their children. However, the reason for the relationship and conflicts were not known. 
 
Then at the age of 57 years, I came to Kuala Lumpur (KL). I don’t know where the 
children went, the son took drug and was often imprisoned, then I felt sad and I wanted 
to look for job, therefore I came to KL, I work at an aunty’s (employer) house. (P006, 
Indian Widow, age 63) 
 
One of them, a Chinese widow (P027) lost contact with her only son for many years just after she 
and her late husband were left with his baby son — their grandson. She perceived that this split may 
have been due to their earlier misunderstanding in the family. She had no idea where to look for her 
son at that time and finally accepted the fact that her son had left them. At the time of her interview, 
her grandson had grown up and she had also expressed that she did not want to burden him 
(grandson) in her old age. This example will also be discussed in the next subsection 5.2.2 on 
participants’ perceptions of the role of children in old age. 
 
Late Marriage, Partners’ Decision and Infertility25 
The remaining nine participants (seven widows, two currently married) did not have children over 
their life course. Having children is a decision made by the couple. For one widow, her late 
marriage and a second marriage for her husband had constrained her ability to make the decision to 
have children. Her late husband had no intention to have children with her. Moreover, her husband 
had children from a previous marriage that made her a step-mother
26
. 
 
                                                 
25
 Not able to conceive. 
26
 Participants with step-children were recruited because participants were not responsible for their up-bringing and 
most importantly, participants perceived that they had limited contact with their step-children in old age, especially after 
their partners had passed away because their partners were the link between the participants and the step-children. 
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No, (husband) just feel ashamed as his children have grown up already. Moreover, we 
got married in older age (49 years old). That’s okay (without children). (P009, Indian 
Widow, age 62) 
Making a decision with their partner to not have children was also linked to being poor for two 
widows (Chinese and Indian). For example, 
 
I don’t know, we were having hard time to deal with our living. We feel afraid to have 
children. (P004, Chinese Widow, age 76) 
 
Hmm … my husband’s salary was little. That’s why I can’t, it wasn’t enough for food 
even, we didn’t have house, we need to pay the rent … how we were going to pay? It 
was difficult, children, we need to feed them, buy milk … where we were going to buy? 
We were having difficulty to feed ourselves at that time. (P007, Indian Widow, age 75) 
 
Six participants had reported being infertile. Two of them were Chinese widows, and the remaining 
four were Malays. These Malay women (two widows and two currently married) reported infertility 
was the main reason of being childless. Although some Malays reported being poor in their lives, 
they were less likely to emphasise poverty or affordability as a reason for not having children. This 
differed from the other two Chinese widows who mentioned poverty as well as infertility as reasons 
for their childlessness. From the religious perspective, Malay married individuals are encouraged to 
have children. As noted in Husain (2000), having children is an important part of life and it “is seen 
as a great blessing” (p.124) from the Islamic perspective. However, participants, regardless of 
ethnicity, had come to terms with their infertility and to some extent accepted the fact of being 
childless. There were a range of reasons for being infertile reported by participants. For example, a 
Malay woman reported that her infertility was genetic. 
 
It was inherited abnormality. Each line there will be someone who doesn’t have 
children. Man or woman, they will have no children. It was inherited from my mother’s 
side. From my mother, I am the one. From my aunty (mother’s sister), it is my cousin 
sister. It was inherited. My line involved in midwifery and massage industry. (P014, 
Malay Widow, age 78) 
 
In another example, one participant talked of an event in younger days that may have caused her to 
be infertile.  
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I couldn’t have my own children (infertile). I thought may be because I started to ride 
bicycle at the age of 12, for a long distance. I was riding the big bicycle. So, long time 
after I got married, I couldn’t have children and I sought treatment. At the hospital, the 
doctor said that I had a tilted uterus. I thought I was using a lot of energy when I was 
riding the bicycle. (P017, Chinese Widow, age 79) 
 
Another Malay woman quoted below (P034) interpreted her childlessness due to her short first 
marriage and late second marriage. In other words, her individual marriage trajectory had lowered 
her possibility to have children because of the biological constraint related to her reproductive 
years. Malay participants were also more likely to relate their childlessness with religion. 
 
When I was younger, I thought of having children too. But the god is not “giving” me. 
What should I do? If I had given a child, he should have grown up now, I might have 
grandchildren already. The marriage didn’t even last longer, it was just for a month 
(laugh). We didn’t get a child in my second marriage too (married in 40s). The god is 
not giving me any; maybe He thought that it would be difficult for me to have children, 
so He decided not to do so. (P034, Malay Widow, age 75) 
 
5.1.3 Adoption 
As a result of childlessness, a small number of participants (5), mostly women, regardless of their 
ethnicity and marital status, had thought about adoption in their younger days as an alternative for 
not having their own children. This reflects individual agency in dealing with their circumstances, 
to look out for an alternative to “replace” own children. However, the possibility of adoption was 
constrained by similar reasons for not getting married and/or having children in earlier days. Low 
affordability had restricted the opportunity of adoption. One widow reported her and her late 
husband’s attempt to adopt a child, but it was unsuccessful due their limited financial resources as a 
couple. 
 
I wanted to have adopted child, since I couldn’t have children. We went to the welfare 
department and filled up the forms and all. But we didn’t get that. They said our income 
wasn’t sufficient as the child will need the education and all. If for both of us, it was 
alright, but it will not when we have child. (P014, Malay Widow, age 78) 
 
Her example also reflects the structural constraints in adoption. There is an interaction here between 
individual and structural levels. Adopting a child from the welfare department requires a set of 
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criteria to be met. This institutional structure had an impact on individual choices to adoption, as it 
deterred the participant (P014) from successfully adopting a child. Because of her poor financial 
status, she was not given a chance to formally adopt a child. 
 
The concern about limited financial resources to raise a child was reasonable. A participant stated 
how he had to think twice about adopting a child due to the burden and responsibility which 
eventually caused him to give up the thought of adoption.  
 
Actually I ever thought that since I didn’t get married, I would like to adopt one child, 
but it needs a lot of efforts. This is because that is burdening and a lot of responsibility, 
you can’t leave the child alone, you need to care for his needs (food and etc.). I ever 
thought that (have an adopted child), thought I could have someone when I am older as 
a companion. After a second thought, when I thought about my income level, I didn’t 
think I have enough. (P026, Chinese Single Man, age 70) 
 
Besides these financial limitations, a few participants had also considered their poor health status as 
a factor for not adopting a child. For example, although one participant was encouraged by her 
parent to have an adopted child, she rejected the idea due to her chronic health status (SLE patient). 
 
When I said I didn’t want to get married last time, my mother said she wanted to adopt a 
child for me. But I didn’t want it, because I am sick and if it gets serious it would cost 
lives. If anything happen to me, no one would take care of the young child. (P024, 
Chinese Single Woman, age 62) 
 
To summarise this section, the discussion focused on multiple pathways to childlessness that 
includes not getting married, not becoming a parent, or losing connection with children. 
Childlessness in old age, regardless of the pathways, is considered a divergence of a normative life 
course particularly in the Malaysian context. This divergence is associated with the opportunities 
and/or willingness of individuals to marry and/or have children. The opportunities/willingness 
happened along individual’s life course and in many cases it was influenced by earlier life events or 
conditions, such as poverty, work or employment trajectories, health, family influences and 
partnering relationships. It is a process that involves interactions within and across various major 
domains in the life course, along with some personal control — the levels of personal control that 
participants had, depended on their life events and circumstances. Some participants may have had 
more control over their lives and could make decisions despite their life events, while others had 
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limited control. For example, some participants reported not being involved in partnering 
relationships because of bad experiences from their family (i.e. family influence) and this 
demonstrates more personal control where choices are made. In an attempt to adopt a child, 
institutional structure had restricted participant’s opportunity to adoption, indicating a lack of 
individual control.  
 
5.2 Perceptions of Childlessness and the Role of Children 
Given childlessness is argued to be a non-normative life course, this section focuses on participants’ 
perceptions of their position and whether they had experienced stigma as a childless older person. 
Also included in this section are their perceptions of the roles of children in old age. Although 
participants were not supported by children in old age, it would be useful to know how childless and 
poor older people perceived the role children might play in old age in complementing the 
understanding of their experiences. It is also important to note that these perspectives were based on 
participants’ views by looking back at their lives.  
 
5.2.1 Perceptions of Being Childless 
Retrospectively, some never-married participants (9), mostly Chinese (7), reported wanting to get 
married and have their own family; however, due to their circumstances and/or choice earlier in 
their lives, this transition did not occur. There were some elements of regret for not getting married 
and having children. 
 
It’s very important! If we get married, we don’t have to mention that our lives are better, 
we are happy with our lives. (…) There is a big different (laugh), right. Don’t have to 
mention that, without children, there is a big different. That’s why I told my friends, 
those who are younger, it is very important to get married. Being a single, the 
consequence is saddening because there is no one to look after you, right. That’s why 
for a person, it is very important to get married. (P012, Chinese Single Man, age 65) 
 
Like me, I “lost” it, although I have the freedom, but in old age, I would also think. 
Think that I will be alone if I die, no one would (care) … (P022, Chinese Single Man, 
age 67) 
 
Four Chinese participants on the other hand, reported feeling no concerns about being not married, 
although they perceived that some people might have talked about it.  
 
  98 
I think I don’t feel guilty. There is nothing to be guilty about not married. (…)There are 
a lot getting married now and divorced the next minute. What is that for? I think that is 
already normal … whether to get married or not. (P011, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
Even I became Christian already, not a priority for me to get married, that’s why I stay 
single and I never bother. (P019, Chinese Single Woman, age 70) 
 
These responses may be one way to feel better or they might be comforting themselves, as one 
participant clearly highlighted below. 
 
If we have no children, then we will think about being lonely at old age, like me. If I 
think about it, those having children are no different than being lonely. That’s how I 
comfort myself, that’s simple. To be true, it doesn’t really matter if we were married or 
not, it is important to be independent and could take care of ourselves. (…)  I mean, we 
shouldn’t be sad about having or not having children. There are a lot of people who are 
at higher ranked tend to choose their partner of a similar level and ended up not married. 
That’s fine, they don’t need to feel regret and sad. (P024, Chinese Single Woman, age 
62) 
 
Some never-married participants (4) had also reported being asked about their marital status or 
being introduced to partners by their family and friends in earlier years
27
. This may or may not 
suggest stigma or negative perceptions towards someone who did not get married; but it was 
common that people were expected to get married, and were introduced to potential partners
28
. The 
introduction to potential partners was reported especially by the men, who were mostly Chinese. 
 
She (sister) always pressurised me to get married and introduced many girls to me, a 
number of them. I met someone by myself too, and I was been introduced as well. 
(P010, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
                                                 
27 
It is important to note here that, being introduced to a potential partner is different than having an arranged marriage, 
but being introduced can be part of an arranged marriage. 
28
 To illustrate the commonalities, Tan and Jones (1990) in their quantitative study in Malaysia in 1981 found that 
forty-nine percent of ever-married females in the survey had an arranged marriage (with or without consent), with a 
lower percentage of males (42 percent) with arranged marriage. In most cases, participants had given consent for the 
arranged marriage. Arranged marriages showed a decline in percentage by age cohorts, with older cohorts tending to 
have their marriage arranged. Most of them were Indians, followed by Malay, with the lowest among Chinese. 
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They were people like my colleagues who would like to match me with other women, 
but it just didn’t work out. I can’t do anything with it. (P026, Chinese Single Man, age 
70) 
 
One currently married Malay (P031) woman also reported being introduced by someone to her 
husband. The introduction was made in her 30s which she considered was a late marriage. They 
ended up getting married, but did not have children due to infertility.  
 
On the other hand, one never-married participant reported that she was labelled as being choosy. 
She described: 
 
Others would ask, why am I not getting married? I just told them that I couldn’t meet 
the right man. The word from my hometown, they said that I am choosy. I said, what if 
I am choosy that I might have to take care of him if he didn’t want to work. That’s why. 
Although I am alone, but that doesn’t matter, I wouldn’t get headache. (P021, Malay 
Single Woman, age 68) 
 
There were a number of negative consequences, from being never-married, and having no children. 
Two participants reported about being bullied or victimised. For example, this participant (P015) 
who worked in a private institution
29
 commented: 
 
… home (institution) is a base for the bullies, you know, especially people like me 
without children, and have no visitors, no children come and visit you, that’s mean … it 
will be definitely the target of the bullies. If there are children who come and pay red-
packet
30
 to the care-taker or whoever, it will be different. (P015, Chinese Single Man, 
age 66) 
 
One participant (P025 – below) had also felt excluded for not having family and children. She 
reported feeling sensitive about her childlessness and avoided her family altogether. 
 
                                                 
29
 He approached this private welfare institution as a volunteer to be provided with housing assistance. 
30
 Culturally, during Chinese New Year, money in red-packets is given from married persons to relatives and friends 
who are younger and to older parents in the family. Money to older relatives is normally given out of choice. For some, 
it is also given to people (even to strangers, young or old) who are less fortunate. Similarly, Malays in Malaysia will 
also give money to the older or younger ones during “Raya” as part of their culture. 
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In those days, but right now I didn’t look for them anymore as they have their own 
lives, moreover I don’t have my own family. I have nothing to talk about when I meet 
them. I am sort of sensitive. They would talk about their children and husband, and I 
have none to talk about. I am older and not married, I feel sensitive when people talk 
about those. They have their activities to talk about, but I don’t, I am alone. (P025, 
Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
 
In contrast, not many negative perceptions were reported about childlessness among participants 
who had been, or were currently married — they were mostly Malays. Only one currently married 
Malay participant reported having people suggest that her husband remarry or get another wife as 
she was infertile. However, she had her husband’s and his family’s support and her marriage 
remained.  
 
Yes (there is perception), my mother-in-law was a quiet person, but there were people 
who told my mother-in-law that I don’t have children and may be wanted to suggest my 
husband to remarry. But my mother-in-law was easy going, she didn’t mind too much. 
His family didn’t mind too, they knew that we have no “rezeki” (Malay word: literally 
fortune). (P035, Currently Married Malay Woman, age 70) 
 
No, not really (sad), because I was not given too much of pressure. Certain people 
would receive some pressure for not having children and the husband would be 
suggested to get another wife, we would then act on this. But it was not my case, it was 
all normal and so I don’t care too much. (P035, Currently Married Malay Woman, 
age 70) 
 
She added not having the pressure could also be due to her husband having a child from his 
previous marriage. 
 
Most participants, regardless of gender, marital status and ethnicity, reported having no problem 
mingling with family and friends in old age due to childlessness. A few (3) participants clearly 
highlighted the importance of financial resources in influencing perceptions, where they perceived 
people would come to them if they were financially strong, otherwise they would be avoided. In this 
case, they saw themselves as having fewer networks than they should due to a poorer financial 
position rather than childlessness. For example: 
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Now when we are older, human life … it is unavoidable. If you have a lot of money in 
your pocket, others will come to you. If you don’t have money, those who are closer 
will come to you still and have a drink, otherwise, that would be difficult (means those 
who are not close enough will not come). This is the society. (P011, Chinese Single 
Man, age 71) 
 
All of them have their own families. Who is going to “look” at people like us? People 
will only come to you if you have money. This applies to own relatives too, not just 
friends. This includes my sister’s children. They are afraid that I might go after them. 
Human being is realistic. (P023, Chinese Single Woman, age 78) 
 
See me for example, I don’t have the money and if I have the money, my sister’s 
children will definitely come to me. When I died, the inheritance will be shared among 
them. But the fact is I don’t have the money. Am I right to say that? (P023, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 78) 
 
Some commented that there were noticeable changes in the perception of marriage and parenthood 
overtime. One never-married participant shared that she was once called “old spinster”. She felt that 
there was no longer any strong negative perception towards those who did not get married. 
 
It used to have (negative perception) last time, they called us “lou chu lui” (old 
spinster). Right now, they never, a lot of them are not married yet. (P016, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 76) 
 
This may be because of the changes in society over time, such as an increase in female labour force 
participation, resulting in more women remaining never-married. The traditional role of women and 
family therefore is changing. When there are a substantial number of people remaining never-
married and/or childless, it may no longer be as non-normative. The childless can benefit from this 
social change linked to a change in perceptions. The next subsection continues to present 
participants’ perceptions of the role of children in old age. 
 
5.2.2 Perceptions of the Role of Children 
This subsection explores how participants view the role of children in old age. The analysis 
highlighted three different perspectives among participants: believer in the traditional value of filial 
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piety, loss of confidence over time with the role of children as support in old age, and an 
appreciation of changing expectations from children. 
 
Traditional value of filial piety 
Participants’ perceptions of the role of children are linked to the traditional expectations of the 
importance of children as old age support. Twelve participants had strong expectations of support 
from children. There was no difference in expectations across marital status, but single Chinese men 
were more likely to report the importance of children in old age. According to Lee R., Lee J., Yu, 
Sun and Liu (2000), a study in Hong Kong, the concept of filial piety is a cultural ideal practiced by 
Chinese and it is common for older parents to want to be taken care of by adult children in old age. 
In the current study, some participants perceived that children should reciprocate their older parents 
for their earlier care by providing support. Some men had reported providing support (financial) to 
their older parents earlier in their lives, which supports this expectation of children. These examples 
illustrate that the value of filial piety is strongly held by these participants. 
 
It would be good for us to have a family. That the best. When you grow older, the 
children will look after you and help you. You raised them up, they will take care of you 
in return. (P010, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
In old age, if we couldn’t work, the children will … whether they are good (filial) or 
not, they could still provide us with food, then we don’t have to starve ourselves and we 
are happy with it. (P012, Chinese Single Man, age 65) 
 
Of course it would be better with children. Whether or not they are filial, that is 
different story. For example, if I have children right now, they will be accompanying 
me and there is no need for me to come here alone. It will be good with children. There 
are a lot of older people having their children accompany them there in the hospital. 
(P023, Chinese Single Woman, age 78) 
 
If he (child) has his own family, then it is up to him (whether to support the parents or 
not). However, I think that if the child is educated, he should think about supporting his 
parents who are in difficulties. Since we don’t have them (children), we can do nothing. 
(P031, Currently Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
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Many who hold this traditional value also imagined a potentially different or better life path with 
rather than without children in old age. For example, the participant below (P017) highlighted that 
if she had children, they would be able to provide support and she may not have to depend, and/or 
receive, assistance from welfare. 
 
I didn’t have children on my own, otherwise, I wouldn’t be in this difficult (situation) to 
receive the welfare assistance. (P017, Chinese Widow, age 79) 
 
If to think about it, I guess it would be slightly better (to have children). We can have 
contact with them, the family. But since I don’t have it, I couldn’t say more. If I have, I 
might think that they can come to visit me. Since I don’t have it, what is there to think 
about? So, I don’t think about anything. For me, during the “raya” it would be like a 
normal day because I don’t have children. If I do, it will be different. (P030, Malay 
Divorcee Man, age 70) 
 
Without the support of children in old age, participants were left with limited choice but to depend 
on welfare financial assistance and their social networks for assistance. How they manage their 
support in old age will be discussed in Chapter Seven. There were different expectations of support 
between children and other networks such as family and friends. There was only so much that other 
networks could do and it may not have been able to substitute the relationship with children, as 
illustrated below. 
 
Having children is better, they are someone whom you can talk to if there is anything 
happen. Without children, only alone, how much could you tell friends. They wouldn’t 
have time to talk (listen) to you. Isnt it? They will provide food when they feel like it, 
they will not if they don’t feel like. (They provide food as and when they like). If we 
have our own children and family, the feeling would be better. (P004, Chinese Widow, 
age 76) 
 
On the other hand, some participants had less expectation from children. They expressed some lack 
of confidence that children could provide support in old age.  
 
Losing Confidence 
Fourteen participants were sceptical of the notion that children would provide support in old age. 
For them the value of filial piety was challenged. Their perceptions were probably shaped by the 
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changes in societal expectations over time. For example, a study by Koyano (2000) in Japan found 
that the society, which held strongly to the value of filial piety, experienced drastic social changes 
that resulted to the collapse of that value in the country. Similarly, in the current study, most 
participants perceived that the support from children may vary depending on the level of filial piety 
practised by the children. The risk of falling filial piety among the younger cohorts was noted in 
Ong et al. (2009), a study in Malaysia.  This group of participants did not agree that life in old age 
with children was necessarily better.  
 
That’s really depend. Because people are saying even with children, some of them are 
supporting and some are not supporting. The children might have to take care of their 
own families too. How much they could provide us. I am not sure, but this is my life 
path. (P025, Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
 
 (…) first, if they (children) are not married, the relationship (with older parents) is 
there. If they are married, they have their own family, the relationship is not there. How 
can they look after you? (P002, Chinese Single Woman, age 75) 
 
Malay participants tended to have this perception as compared to the others; their perceptions were 
likely to be influenced with the experiences of their family and friends who had children. 
 
By looking at friends whose children are good, I feel good to have children. But when I 
look at some of my friends whose children didn’t take good care of themselves, I feel 
better not having children. So it is really depends. It’s fated/luck. (P029, Malay 
Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
 
Interestingly, a few participants also reported that they might have to provide for the children 
instead. For example: 
 
I think there is no different between having children and not having children. When they 
have started to work and got married, they wouldn’t remember us anymore. If we have 
some savings, and they would ask us for money, saying that they want to get married or 
etc. They don’t have enough. There are a lot here, where the children ask the money 
from their parents. (P032, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 67) 
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These participants who were not convinced of the role of children were also less likely to feel 
vulnerable. More than half of them had some accumulated resources, such as stable and secure 
housing, or had relatively good relationships with their family who had provided them with housing 
assistance.  
 
Change of Expectations over Time 
Only two Chinese women explicitly reported an appreciation of changing family roles and 
expectation. They did not perceive that children should be burdened by providing for older people. 
Their thoughts were mainly shaped by their own family experiences over time. For example, this 
participant (P019) used her own position as a child to her parent to make sense of her perceptions. 
 
I am in the position to understand both sides. I wouldn’t say, I give birth to you and you 
must support me. If they can’t even support themselves … I am in that position, I can’t 
support myself, how can I support you (mother)? (P019, Chinese Single Woman, age 
70) 
 
The other participant (P027 – below) also experienced family conflicts or misunderstandings in the 
family where she had lost contact with her only son. Although she had an adult grandson at the time 
of the interview, she did not expect to receive assistance from him. She had made sense of this by 
taking into account her old age and thought that there were a lot of uncertainties in human 
relationships and it may change over time.  
 
I don’t dare to say that, because I never think of this. However, the world is changing, 
and the people (grandson’s behaviour) will change. (…) We couldn’t think about that. 
(…) It is enough that I have been living for so long. (P027, Chinese Widow, age 81) 
 
Her example also illustrates how changes in the societal levels of family values influenced her 
expectation of support from her grandson. This thought may have also been shaped by not wanting 
to feel disappointed if she did expect assistance from her grandson but did not receive any. 
 
In summary, this section presents participants’ views for being in the position as childless persons 
in old age. Looking back into their life, some participants perceived that they had a non-normative 
life course without the transition to marriage and parenthood. Others had also reported about 
negative treatments that they had experienced earlier in their life for not making these transitions. 
Most however, did not perceive that they were stigmatised now they were older. As participants are 
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older people who are not only childless but also poor, they were more conscious of their financial 
position or resources than of their childlessness in old age. Most acknowledged at some points that 
childlessness has become increasingly common over time.  
 
Participants’ perceptions of the role of children for support are linked to the traditional expectations 
or the value of filial piety. Some had stronger notional expectation of the role of children in 
provision of support, while the others suggested a change in traditional expectation of children, and 
not expecting support from children in view of their own experiences with their family. Overall, the 
traditional belief of the important role of children as primary source of old age support is challenged 
over time at both societal and individual levels. 
 
5.3 Summary of Chapter 
This chapter focuses on life pathways to understand how people become childless in old age. The 
pathways to childlessness are often affected by a number of factors or events over time, as well as 
by how individuals reacted to these events. Pathways to childlessness varied for never-married, and 
those who had been, or were currently married. Those who have lost contact with their children 
experienced a breakdown in their immediate family that shaped their pathways to childlessness. 
This is a circumstance over which participants had limited control. The pathways to childlessness 
varied across gender. Different ethnic groups also experienced different pathways to childlessness 
associated with the transition to marriage. Most Chinese participants in the sample were never-
married (i.e. never made a transition to marriage), while most Malays were ever-married. Generally, 
the key factors affecting being childless were poverty and affordability to have children, poor 
health, experiences in the family of origin and/or in partnering relationships. There is a clear 
interaction between circumstances and resources, and individual choices.  
 
Broader historical events at the macro level could potentially influence individuals’ pathways to 
childlessness. Some older participants, especially those aged over 70, who had clear memory of, 
and had experienced war and the declaration of emergency in the country in 1940s, did not report 
that this affected their route to childlessness. For these participants such external events were not 
linked to being childless. However, it is important to note here that broader contexts did affect lives. 
For a few, it did affect their lives in relation to accumulation of resources. For example, losing the 
family resources due to war and poverty subsequently affected transitions and trajectories. This will 
be further discussed in Chapter Six. Hence, the broader historical changes are not reported to 
influence pathways to childlessness except where it has affected their economic conditions or 
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resources, and therefore, their opportunities to be parents. In other words, participants did not 
perceive that their childlessness was largely affected by the contexts in which they lived.  
 
Adoption for some participants at various stages in their lives could be a substitution in dealing with 
childlessness. Structural constraints (i.e. formal adoption) in regard to policy disadvantage however, 
had restricted some from the opportunity to adopt a child. With their life condition, some had also 
considered the burden and responsibility to care for a child. Consequently, adoption as a potential 
pathway to having children did not happen in their lives. Although married persons are more likely 
to be expected to have children, most ever-married participants in this current study did not clearly 
experience stigmatisation due to childlessness. This could be linked to participants’ agency and 
views of their childlessness that shaped the overall perception of their position of being childless. 
That is, participants were able to make sense of and justify their childlessness.  
 
Nonetheless, in old age some reflected that they had lost the opportunity to have children and 
perceived that their lives may be better with children. Interestingly, those of this view were mostly 
single Chinese men who held onto the traditional expectation of children. They had provided care 
(i.e. financial support) for their older parents and may have wished to have children to do the same 
for them. Other participants, mainly Malays, had different perceptions of the role of children in their 
lives. They tended to review their lives in the context of other people’s lives (Band-Winterstein & 
Manchik-Rimon, 2014) rather than merely the traditional expectations. This comparison reflects the 
interaction between individuals and the social world that shaped their perceptions of the role of 
children in provision of support. This group of participants perhaps see their welfare as less 
dependent on others because they had better access than participants from other ethnic groups to 
resources in old age such as housing. There are also examples in participants’ accounts that 
suggested an appreciation of changing expectations over time in relation to children as source of 
support in old age. 
 
This chapter has presented an overview of the various pathways to childlessness. It highlights the 
commonalities and differences in individuals’ lives that led to them being in their current position in 
old age. It also reflects participants’ overall perceptions in relation to their position and the 
perceptions of the role of children as part of understanding their experiences. In the absence of 
children, the accumulation of resources to provide support in older age becomes vital. Chapter Six 
discusses the opportunities and constraints to accumulate resources over the life course. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
ACCUMULATION OF RESOURCES FOR SOCIAL 
SUPPORT IN OLD AGE 
 
This chapter addresses the second research question, that is: How have opportunities and 
constraints over the life course affected the accumulation of resources to provide social 
support for older age? The chapter discusses two major resources in old age: financial and 
housing resources. These are considered in the context of their interactions with other resources 
accumulated across the life course, such as family relationships, social networks, education and 
employment. The impact of broader historical events, the policy context, gender and culture in 
providing opportunities and/or constraints on resource accumulation are considered. 
 
The process of accumulation of resources began early in lives. Limited resources in the family of 
origin limited the capacity of many to pay for an education that might lead to higher paid 
employment in the formal sector, and hence obtain access to adequate retirement funds. Intermittent 
and low paid work and periods of poor health restricted opportunities to build resources, such as 
housing. Public policy made access to public housing very difficult for those who never-married, 
though a number of Malays did have home villages to which they could return. Many on the other 
hand, had to depend on their social networks for a range of supports, including housing. 
  
6.1 Financial Resources 
Financial resources are an important determinant of quality of life, providing one of the major 
resources for social support in old age. In fact, most of the other resources such as housing are 
closely linked to financial capacities. The sample of this study is of poor older people who have low 
earning capabilities and are receiving, or seeking to receive, financial assistance in old age. The 
majority stated that they were currently dependent on the financial assistance to continue living in 
the community. Although some participants had retirement funds, others relied on limited lifetime 
savings. Some participants, however, were involved in temporary jobs at the time of the interview 
in order to cover their living expenses. All participants expressed the need for the welfare financial 
assistance in old age. 
 
Being financially independent in old age was something that all participants did not achieve over 
their life course. This disadvantage for most, was linked to their earlier opportunities and constraints 
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in life, in relation to family poverty and accessibility to education. Subsequently, the lack of 
education and hence, poorer employment conditions influenced their ability to accumulate financial 
resources. This reflects the notion of, “risks that build over time and gain influence in shaping 
subsequent life conditions” (Stowe & Cooney, 2015, p. 45). This cumulative effect of disruptions 
linked to family background, gender, and the broad social context are discussed next.  
 
6.1.1 Disruptions in Education  
Many participants (27) were not well educated and most had only informal, primary education or 
incomplete secondary schooling. Some participants had more opportunities with education and this 
was related to their family background, gender, location (i.e. places) and broader historical events 
(i.e. emergency or war), which had influenced their access to education. The majority perceived that 
higher levels of education were associated with better employment, greater employability and a 
more stable income. Most who were less educated had been involved in work that had relatively 
low pay for most of their working years. One participant who saw the importance of having higher 
education for better employment and income said: 
 
With the education we have, we can have a better job, so we could get everything. 
Without education, we still can get to work, but the income will not be sufficient, a bit 
tight. So, the root cause is, we need to be educated. Because I know that I am not well 
educated, I had difficulty applying for a job. Then I couldn’t do anything. Those with 
education have more stable job and easier in life. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 
62) 
 
This example above reflects the link between education and employment which will be discussed in 
subsection 6.1.2. 
 
Family Background 
All participants were born before Independence and they had limited chances to gain an education. 
The weak financial position of the family of origin and the role of the participants in the family had 
a significant impact on their educational opportunity.  
 
No, we were not educated. My family was poor, we didn’t get a chance to be educated. 
We were very poor back then. (P023, Chinese Single Woman, age 78) 
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Because the family condition was not too well (financially), I was over age, but just a 
few years in school. (P011, Chinese Single Man, age 71)  
 
While some participants did not manage to gain an education at all due to family financial 
conditions, other participants were initially able to attend school. However, changes in the family 
condition during their schooling years, such as the loss of the breadwinner, had interrupted their 
education.  
 
My eldest brother was working in mining industry. My third brother was an assistant 
manager in a retail store in --- (state). Both of them were financing my education. I 
managed to get into secondary 1, but it was for less than a year. Something had 
happened to them (they passed away), so I couldn’t continue my study. (P012, Chinese 
Single Man, age 65) 
 
When I was smaller, my mother was earning money and if my father had not been 
involved in accident, I can go to the English school. The fee was only 5 MYR. Then, we 
cannot support as my mother was the only one who earned money. After that, my 
mother fell in the bathroom and can’t walk. I was still young, I was 7 years old. (P028, 
“Punjabi” (other) Single woman, age 72) 
 
A few participants also reported that sibling order in a family affected their educational opportunity. 
One participant (P005) reflected that her family could not afford education for all children and in 
that case, the parents had chosen to let the younger siblings attend school. As the eldest child in the 
family, she did not manage to acquire more education. 
 
Last time, we needed school fees, I have my younger siblings, and my father said let 
them go to school. While I am the eldest, I could not go. Because we still need to pay 
school fees. Only a few years in school, I think about 2–3 years in school. I don’t know 
words (not well educated). (P005, Chinese Widow, age 66) 
 
Some participants may have had education opportunities; however, the individuals’ ability to take 
advantage of the opportunity was linked to their education attainment. There are examples where 
participants had chosen work over study. For instance, this participant (P022) was not interested in 
education and consequently worked to assist with the family financial conditions.  
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My elder brother was still studying. They were educated while I wasn’t. I came out to 
help my father, work hard. I am the filial one. (P022, Chinese Single Man, age 67) 
 
All my sisters wanted to study, my elder brother was educated, while I didn’t like to 
study and was enjoying myself. My younger brother was also educated as well. (P022, 
Chinese Single Man, age 67)  
 
Gender 
The opportunity for education was likely to be gendered due to women’s traditional roles in the 
household. One Indian woman reported that her education trajectory was interrupted by her early 
marriage. 
At the age of 15 years I already got married. That’s why I wasn’t well educated. Only a 
few years. 3 years … not even 3 years. (P007, Indian Widow, age 75) 
 
During that period of time when participants were young women, they tended to marry at younger 
ages compared to the present time, as discussed in Chapter Five, as women’s traditional roles were 
strongly upheld at that time. This was particularly true among Indian and Malay women, aged 35 or 
above in 1980, where the majority of them reported been married by the age of 19 (Tan & Jones, 
1990). A previous study also found that the literacy rates among women were lower than that of 
men among older Malaysians due to gender preferences in education (Hamid, Masud, & Chai, 
2004). 
 
Interestingly, most women did not perceive that gender was the reason behind not being put into 
school; rather they regarded financial issues as the main concern in the family of origin. 
Nevertheless, some made a remark that showed there may be different opportunities provided to 
men and women in education. 
 
My mother said … they were boys, they should be educated. But then they were very 
lazy and did not manage to complete their primary school. (P002, Chinese Single 
Woman, age 75) 
 
Those older people were saying, if they provide the girls with education, the girls will 
write love letter and get involve in relationship (laugh). (P034, Malay Widow, age 75) 
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Broader Context 
There was some evidence that the education system provided some structural constraints. The 
different medium of language in primary and secondary school affected the transition for one 
participant. She explicitly shared that she chose to give up her education because she struggled with 
the transition from primary to secondary school due to the language barrier. This shows the impact 
of a structural constraint as a barrier on an individual’s life.   
 
My mother let us study until we couldn’t catch up (the education) and give up by our 
own. We need to take exams and the Form 5, was equivalent to the Cambridge. We 
were Chinese educated in primary school and then moved to English education in 
secondary. We were a bit slow there. (P024, Chinese Single Woman, age 62) 
 
Education was not accessible to some groups. Those living in the villages or more rural areas were 
highly affected — these were primarily Malays. Therefore being in locations with the limited 
education facilities at that time, was a disadvantage. Two Malay participants stated that the schools 
were located far away from their home and that made it difficult to attend.  
 
The boys, and the girls as well, not educated. We are the village people, we don’t go to 
school at that time. There weren’t many schools around, unlike nowadays, the schools 
are everywhere. It wasn’t the case back then. The school was far away. (P034, Malay 
Widow, age 75) 
 
Participant (P032) also reported that she had completed her primary schooling; however, she did not 
manage to attend secondary school because it was not available in her district at that time in the 
1950s. She continued: 
 
The English school was available, but it was for those who were rich, for those rich 
officers. We were the poorer one, we couldn’t get into the expensive one. We can go 
into the Malay school only. (P032, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 67) 
 
External events, as well as educational opportunity, constrained accessibility. The Japanese and the 
British occupations in the 1940s and 1950s had interrupted their education trajectories. For 
example, one participant shared how the war had brought disruption in her education life. 
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It was because … the Japanese and British occupation, we moved a lot. I was in Penang, 
then my mother brought us here (Kuala Lumpur), and leave the school. We ran away 
twice, the first was when the Japanese came and then the British took over. It was such 
a mess and the education … it made me choose not to continue. So, I stopped and my 
mother just let me decide. (P027, Chinese Widow, age 81) 
 
Not all participants were poorly educated, however. A small number of the participants were 
considered well educated for time in that they had completed secondary school (5) or tertiary 
education (1). All of those who completed secondary education were women and one man had a 
tertiary education. Most were from families with relatively greater financial resources when they 
were young, but not all had had higher paying employment despite their better education. What 
happened to these six across their life course to make them poor in older age is explored in 
subsequent subsections. Other life course events interrupted their employment and the opportunity 
to accumulate financial resources during their employment trajectories. 
 
6.1.2 Constraints in Employment/Work Life 
A number of issues constrained the capacity of participants to maintain regular and reasonably paid 
employment, and consequently to build up resources. The areas raised were the connections 
between education and employment, between employment, health and family considerations and 
the impact of social security provisions on income in old age. These are considered in this 
subsection. 
 
Links between Education and Employment 
Most participants reported that low earning capabilities were due to low education that led to poor 
employment. Two themes emerged in participants’ accounts of education and employment lives, 
which were: limited choice of work and the lack of qualifications. The majority perceived that they 
had no or low education and therefore they had no options on the type of employment. For example: 
 
I was introduced by a friend, and I just did it. We were not well educated, so we worked 
as tailor. (P010, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
What else can I do? I can’t hold the pen (I am not good in study), I don’t know so many 
words like others, right? (P010, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
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They had difficulty accessing employment with better conditions. They lost the opportunity to have 
better employment that provided a safety net such as a pension fund. 
 
Once I was recommended by my friend to go for an interview, it was a government job, 
as cleaner, the job required me to have primary 6 education. I still went for the 
interview, but I wasn’t successful. I was hoping to get that job, if I would have the job I 
must have my pensions now. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
 
As a result, many accepted any jobs that were offered to them, knowing that with limited education 
they did not have the human capital to be employed in better paid employment. This limitation was 
experienced by men and women differently. Men tended to be involved in work that required 
physical work and some skill such as a tailor, an electrician and a carpenter that did not require high 
education. Many women, on the other hand, worked as domestic workers or cleaners where they 
turned their traditional jobs into income-generating jobs. For example: 
 
I was not so educated, I do not know how to speak in Malay (laugh). What work can I 
do outside? I do not know words. No. Never thought of that. Just take care of baby. If 
there is baby, I will accept (work) it. (P005, Chinese Widow, age 66) – Nanny 
 
I just thought about how to live my life, in which I am not educated, how I should earn 
for a living, that we are poor. (P002, Chinese Single Woman, age 75) – Domestic 
worker 
 
Regardless of gender, the majority were involved in informal or temporary employment for most of 
their working years. Although the most were poorly paid for their employment, a few participants 
were provided with housing as part of their employment. The value and limitations of employment 
with housing will be discussed in section 6.2 on housing resources. 
 
Participants with more advantages in education faced different challenges. For a range of reasons, 
they failed over their life course to sustain their advantage over the less educated. Of the six 
participants who were better educated, one ex-civil servant (P031) had increasing needs in old age 
that resulted in her lack of financial resources despite receiving pension funds. Three others faced 
difficulties to be better employed earlier in their working years and did not benefit from their 
education. For example, one reported that although she had completed a secondary education, her 
academic performance restricted her earning capabilities. 
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It was considered alright (not bad), for that period as I got a job in office (formal work). 
But the salary was cheap (low) at that time, only 180 MYR per month, a starting pay. I 
guess at that time it was considered alright (not bad). I wasn’t someone who had a rank 
(position). Because I didn’t have much higher education, my result wasn’t that great, 
only general. And I began to work. (P025, Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
 
However, this participant (P025) was in a better position to accumulate resources for older age than 
many other participants who were less educated as she was involved in formal employment with a 
stable income and made contributions to a retirement fund at that time. Her financially poor 
condition in old age was primarily caused by the inadequacy or loss of savings and retirement fund 
over time. The next subsection 6.1.3 provides more examples of this.  
 
The difficulties in securing better employment also happened to one secondary educated participant 
who had previous employment overseas. Her experience caused more disadvantages than 
advantages. The change of focus from the English to Malay language in the 1970s, had also left her 
with limited options in employment because of her incompetency in the Malay language. She 
described: 
 
… most of the companies said that I was over qualified, that I had been overseas and 
then stayed back. They thought that I wouldn’t stay for long (…). It was even worse 
later on, as at that time my Malay language was a problem as I wasn’t that good in it. 
Later, it was Mandarin which came in. I was English educated. So … I just hanged on, 
as I didn’t know what to do already. I just stuck without Mandarin and Malay language. 
I stuck with temporary jobs here and there, and I didn’t have EPF. So, that’s how I have 
been struggling. (P019, Chinese Single Woman, age 70) 
 
The change in policy at the national level, the National Language Policy of 1970 that made the 
Malay language the national language became a barrier for an English educated Chinese woman. 
This example of the impact of the structural context also illustrates the instability and complexity of 
the education system at that time that affected the accumulation of resources over her life course. 
 
The remaining two better educated participants perceived that their lifestyles and views on 
employment were influenced by their childhood experiences. The first participant had a tertiary 
education and good employment, but he perceived that he could not “fit into society”. He described 
his issues with conformity: 
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All work … I cannot be institutionalised … you know … I cannot conform. I think 
because of my childhood experience [he mentioned about child abuse in the interview], 
I don’t conform. I always have my own way … own thinking. And that actually cost me 
all my career … that’s why I don’t want to say it. (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
 
The second participant who made her own choices in her employment was a single Chinese woman 
who worked for about 15 years in a private company in which she had stable employment. 
However, she made a move to another country and worked there for a few years. When she 
returned, she lost her job in her previous company and became involved in the entertainment 
industry, such as karaoke, bars or gambling venues as those were the jobs that she liked. She 
described below how her father had influenced her lifestyle and preferences. 
 
Maybe the life will be different (if she hadn’t change employment). But we started very 
early, to mix with these people because my father smoked and drank. My father invited 
all the friends to the house and started drinking and smoking. (P033, Single Chinese 
Woman, age 69) 
 
Higher education attainment may be linked to better options in relation to employment. However, it 
did not necessarily mean success in accumulation of resources via employment. There were good 
examples (e.g. P033 above) of how other early influences such as their experiences during their 
childhood with their family impacted their employment trajectories. These examples also illustrate 
the role of individual agency where individuals could make choices about their own life trajectories 
within these contexts, including changes at the broader policy level.  
 
Interaction between Employment, Health and Family 
The poor employment, low rates of pay and hence, restricted accumulation of resources was further 
impacted by health problems. Poor health is a circumstance where the individual has limited 
control. A few participants were affected by their own health problem and that affected their 
employment opportunity.  
 
But when I couldn’t work because of my poor eyesight, no one wanted to hire us (me), 
so I used up my money until now. I am totally blind in my 40s. (P012, Single Chinese 
Man, age 65) 
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Participant (P023) could not work consistently because of her illness and had to depend on her elder 
sister to provide for her. It was highly likely that because of that, she was not able to accumulate 
financial resources. Coupled with her limited education background, she could only work as a 
helper. 
I am an asthma patient, since I was younger. I couldn’t really work because of this. But, 
I have an elder sister. So I was living with my elder sister. As I grow older … she 
passed away and I have no one who can provide for me. So, I was working as a helper 
and help others to wash plate at night. (P023, Single Chinese Woman, age 78) 
 
Caregiving responsibilities also interrupted employment and this constrained the accumulation of 
financial resources. Earlier in Chapter Five, this responsibility towards parents was linked to 
participants’ pathways to childlessness. It also impacted their employment. Again, this affected 
women more than men as none of the men reported direct caregiving responsibility that potentially 
disrupted their employment opportunity. Two women described how they had family 
responsibilities that limited their opportunities for employment. 
 
I had an opportunity to get a better job at that time, but I rejected it. I didn’t consider 
filial but a good child, I rejected it because I thought that my mother was working alone 
at the stall and I wanted to help her out. If I work outside, my mother needed to hire 
another person and was afraid that the person is going to embezzle the fund. That’s why 
I didn’t take up the job. (P024, Single Chinese Woman, age 62) 
 
I want to find (a job), but nobody was going to look after my parents. Because they 
couldn’t walk and sit down, I was the one who helped them to get up, sit on the 
wheelchair and pushed them to the bathroom. (P028, “Punjabi” (other) Single 
Woman, age 72) 
 
Employment could not only give participants access to a direct income, but also access to retirement 
funds or other forms of social security. 
 
Social Security 
Retirement fund (e.g. Employees Provident Funds (EPF) and Pension Funds) payouts are one way 
of accumulating financial resources for older age. The retirement funds have been an advantage for 
individuals who worked in the formal employment sectors, as outlined in Chapter Two. In this 
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study there is no indication that gender differentiates accessibility to retirement funds, but rather the 
type of work made the difference. 
 
Two Malay participants were receiving pension funds. One participant received her own pension 
fund, and the other participant (P014) below, received a pension because her late husband was an 
ex-civil servant. 
 
We stayed married for 33 years and he passed away, I was left with his pension and I 
asked for the welfare, until now. (P014, Malay Widow, age 78) 
 
Civil servants received a pension upon retirement and it continued to be paid to their 
spouses/children when they passed away. It provides long-term support as compared to the typical 
retirement fund that the non-civil servants have, as the latter would run out. 
 
While some relied on the availability of EPF, ten participants reported that they did not have EPF at 
all. This suggests that they had not been in formal employment sectors with contributions to the 
funds throughout their working lives. 
 
No, we don’t have it in this industry (carpentry). We don’t have things like EPF. (P011, 
Chinese Single Man, age 71)  
 
Similarly, some women who worked as domestic workers, which is categorised as informal 
employment, also reported not having any retirement funds.  
 
Nevertheless, the majority reported that they had modest amount in EPF. There appear to be two 
reasons for the low level of savings: the salary was too low to make a bigger contribution or the 
employment was too unstable. 
 
The salary was low. They just deduct about 20 MYR per month, it wasn’t a lot. Last 
time, it was considered high salary with 450 MYR per month. (P021, Malay Single 
Woman, age 68) 
 
I have no savings, hardly much EPF from first few years of working. I have only about 
5 years (working years) EPF only. All the rest I don’t have EPF. I finished it all, I 
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withdrew. I withdrew it at the age of 55
31. I withdrew all. Even that, I couldn’t survive. 
How to survive? (P019, Chinese Single Woman, age 70) 
 
Clearly, a sustainable retirement fund is important as income in older age. There is a gap between 
government, formal and informal employment sectors in contributing to retirement funds. 
 
In brief, the opportunities for and constraints on accumulating financial resources over time are 
shaped by individuals’ circumstances and choices in the life course. At one end, the ability to 
accumulate financial resources was related to the low earning capabilities, in relation to poor 
education, restricted employment prospects, poor health, responsibilities in family relationships, 
other disruptions over the life course, and the effect from the policy contexts. At the other end, 
poverty in old age was caused by the lack of savings and unplanned spending or losses that drain 
their financial resources, which are discussed next. 
 
6.1.3 Using Up Financial Resources 
All participants with retirement funds (18) reported that the fund that they had did not last into their 
old age. It was either limited due to the low contribution to the retirement fund account (as 
described in the previous subsection) or they had used it up over time. 
 
Some participants reported that they had spent their retirement fund on their housing expenses, such 
as rental, over time. For example, one Indian widow reported that she had used her retirement fund 
to support her housing needs before she managed to get public housing from the city council.  
 
When I got married, I can take it at the age of 50. I took them all, at that time I already 
got married. I need to pay the rent, and at that time I didn’t work. The rent was 400 to 
500 MYR. We stayed here and there, 5 years, 1 year … that’s how it was spent. We 
didn’t get a house from the city council, there was no empty. I asked for it for few years, 
and I got it at last. (P009, Indian Widow, age 62) 
 
A few other participants also provided examples of spending their retirement funds on their housing 
needs. This may suggest that housing was an important financial drain and that it usually used up 
most of their retirement funds over time. By having their savings and financial resources drained, 
they had no other alternative but to turn to welfare for financial assistance. 
                                                 
31
 Individuals have an option to withdraw their EPF at the age of 55, the retirement age in the past. The minimum 
retirement age has been revised to 60 years old in 2012. 
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There was also an interaction between financial resources and health care needs. An ex-civil servant 
(P031) who received a pension fund also reported the lack of financial resources, primarily because 
she had to provide and take care of her husband who suffered from a stroke. Another participant 
provides an example where health care had cost her financial resources as she was a Systemic 
Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) patient that required long-term treatment.  
 
I have finished using it (retirement fund). It was about more than 10 thousands. I get it 
all out at the age of 55, as I needed it. I haven’t applied for this welfare, I used it for my 
treatment. I was treated at the government-private hospital. I just continue been treated. 
From 2007 up until now, I have been going to the hospital almost every day. I had an 
operation on my eyes in 2007, then my leg in 2008. (P024, Chinese Single Woman, 
age 62) 
 
The loss of financial resources over time could also be due to family caring responsibility. 
 
As I save, I used it up too. I didn’t have enough to spend too. I used my EPF money on 
my mother, as my mother passed away in very old age, 98 years old. (P012, Chinese 
Single Man, age 65) 
 
In another example, one participant (P006) reported that she spent her retirement fund on her 
children’s marriage, but her children ceased contact with her in older age. Although some 
participants fulfilled their responsibility to assist their family members, this assistance was not 
necessarily reciprocated.  
 
There were also some instances where accumulation of financial resources related to their financial 
management ability. For example, this participant (P026) reported that he had spent his entire 
retirement fund for travelling. 
 
I took out the money and went for trips, I was still young at that time. I went to --- 
(location) and all, I spent all the money already. (P026, Chinese Single Man, age 70) 
 
He did not think about his old age upon receiving his retirement fund. As noted in Plotnick (2009), 
the childless do not have children to inherit their wealth and therefore, may save less.  
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As the majority of the participants had low earning capabilities, they had difficulty making ends 
meet, let alone generating some savings over their life course: 
 
The salary was low. It was just enough for expenses and food. It depends on 
individuals’ fate on whether we could save. (…) The daily expenses like food, rent … 
and so. In short, we used up what we have earned. (P013, Chinese Single Man, age 77) 
 
Many participants, who reported having some savings, saw them as rather limited. They tended to 
use up their funds to cover some of their daily expenses over time as their ability to earn decreased 
as they aged. A few also reported that they did not have savings at all at this time. The welfare 
financial assistance had become their most important financial resources. For example, an Indian 
widow said, “I did not receive the money (financial assistance) for 3 months, it was very difficult”.  
 
Due to exhausting accumulated resources, a number of participants (14), primarily men, reported 
working in old age. The need to work in old age was closely linked to not having sufficient 
financial resources, and a lack of affordable and stable housing in old age. Half of the participants 
who were renting a place either in the public or private sector reported working in old age. For 
example, participant (P027) reported that she was helping the landlady at home and she got paid for 
that. 
 
Since I have stayed there for quite some times, and I am alone there, the owner was 
asking me to clean the house and look after his/her 2 kids. As I do that, I don’t have to 
pay for the rent and I save that. (P027, Chinese Widow, age 81) 
 
And she said that she would give me 200 MYR per month for that. So, I have enough 
with 300 MYR per month here. So, I don’t need to look for job outside anymore. (P027, 
Chinese Widow, age 81) 
 
For older people, this is a tenuous position, especially if affordable and stable housing is not 
available. The next section examines the accumulation of housing resources across the life course 
and the impact in older age for this group. 
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6.2 Housing Resources 
Housing is fundamental to human needs, and it is one of the important resources for support in old 
age (Holzmann et al., 2005)
32
. Housing in old age is a widely researched topic. Key issues in 
housing in later life among lower income groups are often around affordability, accessibility, 
security and stability (Jones, Bell, Tilse, & Earl, 2007). Older people with affordable and stable 
housing in old age are less likely to be renters in the private market.  
 
Table 9 (page 124) shows a summary of participants’ characteristics (selected) by current housing 
situations, at the time of the interview. The presentation of their current housing settings represents 
their accumulated housing resources to date, and the issues they faced in relation to housing. There 
were some home owners (7); most were renters (17); and others were with informal housing 
arrangements (10). Interestingly, three out of the seven home owners were renting a place in the 
private market although they had their own home, mainly due to accessibility and location of the 
rented home and unsuitability of the home that was owned. Among those who were renting, nearly 
half (9) of them were renters in public housing and the rest were renters in the private market (8). 
Pathways to each of these housing types are presented in the following subsection. 
 
6.2.1 Current Housing Settings 
Home Ownership 
Seven participants were home owners in old age as a result of family resources (i.e. inheritance) (4) 
or work life savings (3). Home ownership is an accumulated advantage that some participants had 
from earlier life, and in these cases, the outcome of inheritances and/or accumulated resources 
during working years. The houses that they owned include wooden, village houses and city houses. 
 
Some participants were better off for having more housing choices — two of the three homeowners 
who were renting a place, had a house in the village, while another participant had a house in the 
city (i.e. Kuala Lumpur), but rented it out. All three participants perceived the rented place provided 
better accessibility due to its location near many facilities. This small group of participants had the 
advantage of choice as compared to the others who did not have many options relating to their 
housing arrangement.  
 
I have a house in the village, I don’t mind if it is a small house. … I was thinking I 
might be going back to my village in 1–2 years times, maybe when I get to find 
                                                 
32 
Housing as one of the nonfinancial support in the Multipillar Pension System.  
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someone who can take care of this house who will manage the payment. I wouldn’t take 
the deposit first, so when every month ends I will come here and settle the payment and 
go back to the village. (P021, Malay Single Woman, age 68) 
 
Due to being home owners, these seven participants had the advantage of affordable and stable 
housing. Only one homeowner was still paying a mortgage. Others had paid off a mortgage or had 
inherited their accommodation.  
 
I paid by cash at that time. I was working. (P002, Chinese Single Woman, age 75) 
 
The only participant who was still servicing her home loan was the pensioner (i.e. ex-civil servant) 
who was currently seeking welfare financial assistance. Unlike the other home owners, this 
participant had to struggle with the mortgage and her sick husband while living on her pension fund 
alone. However, this housing provided her with more stability than any other housing arrangement. 
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Public Renting 
Public housing is built to accommodate the housing needs of those who are poor and cannot afford 
a house in the private market. Also, under the People’s Housing Program (PHP), low cost houses 
were built for the resettlement of squatters in urban areas. These houses are offered with conditions. 
People need to fit into certain criteria in order to successfully apply for one unit in public housing. 
Priority is given to applicants who will be living with their family, including older parents 
(DaVanzo & Chan, 1994). Hence, never-married individuals are likely to be omitted in the selection 
unless they are staying with their family members, such as spouse, siblings or older parents.  
 
Nine participants in this study were living in public housing; five of them were Malay, two Chinese 
and two Indian. Although participants were living in public housing, they still needed to pay 
monthly rental. Depending on the number of bedrooms, the monthly rental for a unit in public 
housing ranges up to 124 MYR, which was affordable. These participants were comparatively 
better off to participants who rented in the private market with higher rates. None of the participants 
who were currently living in public housing reported looking for a place to move to. This reflects 
the advantages with public housing that provide affordable and stable housing. 
 
Do you know what they (Family network) are telling me now? They are asking me to 
go to the old folks home. I thought why do I need to go there, I am not staying at 
someone’s place right now. If I am staying at someone’s place, I will go to the old folks 
home. I have own house now. I have money for food now. Why do I need to go there? I 
can relax and eat what I want in the house … (P034, Malay Widow, age 75) 
 
Some Malay participants had the advantage of getting additional assistance with the Islamic 
council, the Baitulmal, on top of the welfare assistance. This is a structural advantage that is only 
available to Malay participants. As mentioned earlier in Chapter Two, Baitulmal is a form of 
welfare assistance regulated by the Islamic Council. It can be in the form of cash or housing rental 
aid. Four out of five Malay participants in public housing were receiving financial assistance from 
Baitulmal and three of them were receiving rental aid. 
 
Baitulmal is paying (the rent) for us. But I need to pay for the water and electricity bills. 
Electricity bill around 40 MYR per month, and the water bill is 25 MYR per month. 
That’s all I have to pay. (P035, Currently Married Malay Woman, age 70) 
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Baitulmal is not only available to those in public housing; one Malay single woman who rented in 
the private market was also receiving rental aid from Baitulmal.  
 
One Chinese participant (P020) in public housing also reported that he had not needed to pay for his 
rental for the last few years due to the waiver applied to him, but it was not from Baitulmal. This 
benefit was most likely to be applied to him for his old age as he perceived below. 
 
Yes, I am renting. Oh yes, I have been paying for it for nearly 20 years, and finally I pay 
no more. Because they (welfare) advised me, being an old man, jobless and live on 
government charity … therefore, I was asked to apply to waive the rental. (P020, 
Chinese Divorcee Man, age 82) 
 
In contrast to most home owners in this study who did not need to pay for their housing, these 
participants in public housing were required to pay for housing rental. However, the rentals were 
affordable and for some Malay participants, their rent had been taken care of by Baitulmal. Public 
housing also provides more stability than renting in the private market. Single participants were less 
likely to benefit from public housing due to their ineligibility. Being single then, in terms of 
housing policy was a cumulative disadvantage for this group. Examples of this disadvantage will be 
discussed in subsection 6.2.3. 
 
Private Renting 
Eight of the participants were renting in the private market. The majority had been renting all their 
lives and affordability had become their main concern with this housing. Most participants, across 
their life course, had been involved in jobs that either had a low salary range or had an uncertain 
income. They were literally living from hand to mouth. With few opportunities for saving, they 
were not able to accumulate housing resources. 
 
Most participants were sharing their rent with someone else to make it more affordable. In order to 
make up for the rent, six participants were still working for some type of income at the time of the 
interview. They collected recyclable items for sale, helped with household chores for cheaper rent 
or did some odd jobs on a daily basis. Since most still continued to work, albeit for small income; 
only a small number of them worried about their housing needs. This could have been due to their 
ability to work in old age. This could also have been related to the housing assistance that they 
received from their social networks such as friends. For example, this participant (P012) was 
charged a low rent by his friend who helped in allowing him to stay in the community for longer.  
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As I said, I don’t have to pay for the food, as for the rent, he charges me in low rent, 
because I help him to do some cleaning and some friends are helping out. That’s it. 
That’s why I said for the time being … the owner (the one who rent to him) is also 
renting from others. If the real owner wants it back, then I would have no choice but to 
move. Then I have no choice and I will see how, and may plan to enter the homes. He 
always packs food and drinks to me. I spent some (a little) of my savings, as he charges 
me in low rent. (P012, Chinese Single Man, age 65)  
 
However, these arrangements did not offer stability. These participants who rented in the private 
market also faced issues related to affordability and hence, stability. Not being able to afford to pay 
rent for various reasons means they were at risk of being homeless. 
 
Informal Arrangement 
Many participants (10) stayed informally within their social networks, mostly with family and 
friends. These relationships, especially with the family network, were important as they could serve 
as another safety net to provide housing assistance to participants who could not, or could no 
longer, afford private renting. For example: 
 
This is his (brother) house then. He let me stayed here and I paid for other bills then … 
But I don’t have anything, I just stay (without paying – “Tumpang” in Malay). (P029, 
Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
 
This arrangement could have probably saved them from being homeless. Within a context where 
the family members were traditionally expected to assist each other, those without the network were 
disadvantaged. For example, one participant had experienced homelessness when she could not 
afford a place for herself and did not want to approach her family networks (i.e. siblings) for 
housing assistance. 
 
I guess I was in my 59 or 60 when I was homeless. It was the second time when I came 
back here (KL), and I thought I didn’t have a lot of money left, and I was not 
comfortable in the village (brother’s house) and other problems. (P025, Malay Single 
Woman, age 67) 
 
Participants who had access to family and friends were better off in terms of their housing needs. 
However, the relationship between the participants and the providers could determine the stability 
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of the housing assistance. While participants in this group did not need to pay rent, some 
participants reported that they were volunteering themselves to do some household chores or work 
for the provider in return for a place. Participants also faced the risk of not being provided with a 
place at any time.  
 
 … it means if they want to sell the house, I will have no place to stay. If that’s the case, 
I will see how it goes. Now that somebody is “accepting” me, so I just stay there. 
Otherwise, the old folks home … (laugh), that’s what I was thinking. It means, if my 
sisters were around, I wouldn’t be so pathetic … (P016, Chinese Single Woman, age 
76) 
 
This participant (P016) provides an example where temporary acceptance by her social networks 
had allowed her to continue staying in the community. Without this, she may well have been 
institutionalised. It is clear that stability and maintaining some exchange for housing appears to be 
an issue for this type of housing arrangement. 
 
The following subsections focus on the opportunities and constraints over the life course that 
affected participants’ ability to accumulate housing as resources in older age. 
 
6.2.2 The Link between Employment and Housing 
The disadvantage of early poverty is linked to participants not being well educated, resulting in low 
paying employment in their adult years. In turn, the type of employment and income over their life 
course influenced their ability to accumulate financial resources, and hence, housing resources. 
Affordability had been the main reason for not securing a house for the majority of the participants. 
Four 
33
participants, however, managed to buy a house that lasted into old age with their work 
income. All four are women and only one had been in formal employment with a pension fund. 
Although the other three were in the informal sector, they had managed to turn their accumulated 
financial resources into secure housing in older age. 
 
I continue working until 5 years ago, I officially retired. Until now. Because what I have 
earned, I just managed to buy this house. Otherwise, I have no place to stay. (P002, 
Chinese Single Woman, age 75) 
 
                                                 
33
 One of them built her own house in the village on her own piece of land from an inheritance. 
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It was apparent from the study that individual agency and the ability to work and save were linked 
to their accumulation of housing resources. Having access to a retirement fund is also an advantage 
in getting a house for some.  
 
One participant had reported buying a house with her retirement fund earlier in her life. However, 
she lost her house as she struggled between jobs and losing in investment. She then sold her house 
to pay for her accumulated personal debt and ended up renting in the private market. This had left 
her vulnerable in older age to unaffordable and/or unstable housing. Another participant (P025) also 
reported that although she initially had had enough retirement funds to purchase a house, she did 
not do so for fear of her living costs.  
 
I didn’t know where all my savings gone, but it just simply finished. If I really buy a 
house with that money, then I might have a house to stay now. Like what I mentioned 
before, I thought of buying a house, but the private ones were too expensive, it was 40–
60 thousands. I might be able to buy as I had about 80 thousands (retirement funds), but 
I need it for my expenses and if I buy a house, it wouldn’t be enough. (P025, Malay 
Single Woman, age 67) 
 
For participant (P010), income uncertainty that linked to employment influenced his decision to buy 
a house. 
 
With 10–20 thousands, how to buy a house at that time? We have to pay the instalments 
and we didn’t have a stable job. It was not stable. Sometimes we do have jobs, but at 
times no. It wasn’t certain. (P010, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
A small number of participants had reported receiving low wages because they were housed by 
their employers in the informal employment sectors. Consequently, many of them did not manage 
to save enough to buy their own houses. 
 
The salary was low last time. The food was provided. The salary was around 80–110 
MYR. The currency was better, the salary was low. The food and accommodation were 
provided, how much could they give? (P013, Chinese Single Man, age 77) 
 
As the accommodation was provided and linked to their employment, these participants lost the 
benefit of housing when they were no longer in that employment. As most failed to accumulate 
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resources to buy their own housing during employment, they ended up in the private rental market 
in their old age. The next subsection presents the relationships between housing policy and the 
accumulation of housing resources. 
 
6.2.3 Policy and Housing 
Housing policy plays a part in access to affordable and stable housing. The main reason for getting 
a unit in public housing in the past was due to relocation, as discussed in Chapter Two. There were 
a few participants, however, who did not manage to have a smooth transition of relocation into 
public housing. The reasons ranged from not having family to stay with them (i.e. never-married) to 
not being able to afford the rent in public housing. 
 
The issue of affordability was raised probably because of the transition from wooden house (i.e. 
squatters) to a public house that required monthly rental payment. Although it was at an affordable 
rate, this participant (P007) was unable to pay. 
 
I don’t have enough money to pay (rent), I need to buy bread and rice and this and that. 
(P007, Indian Widow, age 75) 
 
Because of that, she lost the opportunity to have relatively more affordable and stable housing. She 
was therefore staying informally with her friend. 
 
This policy has been an advantage for those with family members, but it is a disadvantage for 
never-married people, as highlighted earlier. One single participant was no longer allowed to stay in 
the public house after her friend had passed away. 
 
Then, they (official) said that I couldn’t have a whole house as I am alone. Because I 
used to stay with another person, however, he/she had passed away. So, they didn’t 
allow me to stay there anymore. I have no place to stay, and then I asked this friend 
(who’s staying with her). She just got to buy a house recently and before this she was 
renting a flat, and it isn’t enough space so I told her I don’t mind staying in the living 
room as I have no other place to go. So I was let sleeping in the living room. (P023, 
Chinese Single Woman, age 78) 
 
Most never-married participants ended up in the private renting market. Two participants also 
reported their ineligibility for public housing and were unsuccessful in getting one earlier. 
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I wanted to get/apply for a house, the house built by the government. But, without a 
family I failed to apply. (P001, Chinese Single Man, age 72) 
 
Due to the low affordability for housing in the private market, the renters were also more likely to 
only rent a room instead of a house: 
 
Yes (room), I couldn’t afford to rent a house. I thought of going to apply for a house 
from the city council (for public housing) as the rental for a house there is only 124 
MYR. But, I was told those houses are for those who are married, however I am single 
and that I am not eligible, even though I told them that I am old. They said that are for 
those who have families. (P025, Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
 
These examples from participants illustrate the structural disadvantage of the housing policy 
towards the never-married individuals. Marriage on the other hand, is an advantage in this policy 
context. Participants who were living in public housing were mostly widows or currently married.  
 
The city council will not give the house to a single person. They asked if I have children 
or husband. I said I have a husband. I went to ask for the house and finally I got it. 
(P009, Indian Widow, age 62) 
 
At the broader level, policy has posed advantages to some and disadvantages to others in relation to 
housing. Access to housing could also be linked to the availability of family resources at an 
individual level, which is discussed next. 
 
6.2.4 Family Resources and Housing 
A key theme was poverty across generations. A majority of the participants were from relatively 
poor families of origin and consequently they were at a disadvantage in the accumulation of 
housing resources. A very few participants from poor families, however, were home owners 
because of their inheritance and they had lived in the same house since they were very young. One 
of them was the main caregiver of her older parent and was able to continue living in the same 
house after her parent had passed away. The inheritance provided these participants with secure 
housing in their lifetime. For example: 
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It is a wooden house, I only need to pay for the quit rent. My father didn’t manage to 
buy this piece of land, otherwise it would have been better. Since we were poor last 
time, we couldn’t afford to buy that. It is a filled land and so we have this piece of land, 
my older relatives were still around at that time. (P022, Chinese Single Man, age 67)  
 
All Malay participants were not originally from the city and some still had access to village houses 
in their place of origin in old age. Two Malay participants had inherited a house in the village. They 
had an option to go back to the village if they wanted to. In contrast, more Chinese participants 
were originally from the city. Some Chinese participants, however, came from other states, but few 
of them talked about the possibilities of moving back because of the lack of secure housing in the 
place of origin. This was similar among the Indians. 
 
Two participants came from families which had been better off in terms of assets. However, due to 
some interruptions in their younger days, such as the war, loss of parent and family disharmony, or 
a mixture of these events, they failed to inherit family assets.  
 
That time was a mess (due to war). Before we sold it off, it was a big mess. It because 
of the mess, we left and decided to sell it off and left. (P001, Chinese Single Man, age 
72) 
 
Yes, if we have a harmonious family, it would be good. But we are not close together. It 
was also difficult to tell, because that time was also a mess (war). We couldn’t sleep nor 
eat. (P001, Chinese Single Man, age 72) 
 
They lost the opportunity to inherit resources from their older parents which may or may not have 
sustained them into their older lives. External events, such as war, had an impact where it 
exacerbated the family condition and people were forced to move away from the place of origin 
after the estates were sold. These participants had rented in the private market ever since. 
 
Family resources were not limited to advantages inherited from older parents. Married persons were 
also able to benefit from their joint ability to accumulate a resource such as housing. For example, 
one home owner described how she and her husband managed to work for the mortgage.  
 
Because my husband earned very little. If for those who spend a lot, that is not enough. 
If I don’t take care (of children), how is it enough? Last time, the house need instalment 
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(mortgage). We do rent it out, but it was cheap. Still need to make it up for the 
mortgage. (P005, Chinese Widow, age 66) 
 
This participant (P005) had successfully paid off her home loan and owned a house in her old age. 
In contrast, losing a life partner could have a significant impact on housing, as well as the support 
system. Another Chinese widow who had been renting all this time with her husband was staying 
informally with her friend since her late husband’s passing because the cost of private renting was 
too high. Ten participants were relying on social networks to find housing, and this is outlined in 
the next subsection.  
 
6.2.5 Social Networks and Housing 
Strong social networks (i.e. family and friends) are important for older people in Malaysia where in 
the policy context, family and community are regarded as a primary source of support in old age. 
Strong social networks supported the housing needs of the majority of participants. Many 
participants who benefited from informal housing arrangements reflected the importance of these 
networks. The assistance was mainly from the network of friends that were willing to accept these 
participants to stay at their places.  
 
When the letter … I have friend in (area), but then she chased me away, because there is 
only 2 rooms. She chased me away, saying that there is no place (for me). Then where 
should I go? I talked to --- (friend’s name), what should I do? Then --- (friend’s name) 
invited me to stay with her. (P007, Indian Widow, age 75) 
 
Other participants were provided with housing by their family networks; these were all women. 
Most were not required to pay any rent. In one exception, a participant (P033) chose to pay her rent 
for a different reason. She may have wanted to receive more help from her family members in times 
of need later in life.  
 
This is my sister’s house, but I am paying her the rent until one day she said I don’t 
need to pay anymore as she has money. I still pay her the rent as it will all gone if I 
don’t. I ask her to save it for me and may be one day I might need help and she can give 
me the money, since she is my sister. (P033, Chinese Single Woman, age 69) 
 
The provision of housing within their social networks was the last option before opting to be 
institutionalised, or worse, being homeless. 
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Social networks are an important resource that can be accumulated or lost over the life course. This 
resource will be further discussed in Chapter Seven as the study discusses how social support needs 
(not limited to housing) in old age are managed and met.  
 
6.3 Summary of Chapter 
This chapter has presented participants’ opportunities and constraints over the life course that have 
affected their ability to accumulate financial and housing resources. The disadvantages in their 
earlier life course resulted in the closing down of many options. The findings show that for most, 
family poverty had primarily restricted their access to education. There was also some evidence that 
gender may restrict women’s opportunity for education but this point was not strongly perceived by 
the participants. Early marriage, however, had interrupted one Indian women’s opportunity for 
education. Education trajectory was interrupted by other life events that took place at that time, such 
as, for example, the emergence of the war and the availability of schools. The issues of accessibility 
and availability had been highlighted by some Malay participants from villages. Participants were 
not adequately educated and this resulted in their limited and poor employability, which in turn 
limited the opportunity to accumulate financial resources. 
 
A small number of participants were better educated, however, structural constraints and individual 
decisions had negated the effects of this advantage. For example, the education system during the 
British era and in the early years after independence of the country was more complex. The 
academic level achieved and their language ability also partly deterred their employment 
progression. For some, individual choices and decisions in regard to their employment trajectories 
resulted in their inability to accumulate resources. Individuals and family circumstances that limited 
choices, such as poor health or providing care for their family members, were also linked to a 
disadvantaged position in later life. Not only did it hindered participants’ abilities to work, but also 
meant ongoing limited fund for health care and other needs throughout their life course. As they 
aged and the opportunities and ability to work decreased considerably, so did their accumulated 
resources, as they had to spend more than they could earn. 
 
Involvement in employment such as those that provide access to retirement funds, and/or those with 
a higher and stable income was an advantage. The employment and retirement policies have been 
focused on the formal employment sectors. Most participants’ involvement in informal employment 
sectors means that they were largely excluded from benefitting significantly from employment and 
retirement policies. For those who accumulated some retirement funds, low salaries and short 
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periods of employment where these benefits were available, limited their total retirement funds. 
With a modest amount of retirement funds, and the increasingly high cost of living over time, the 
funds did not last into old age. No, or low, retirement funds and a lack of lifetime savings explained 
the need to work in old age.  
 
The findings also demonstrate the key issues that participants faced in maintaining and obtaining 
affordable and stable housing. Participants’ current housing settings depict a hierarchical structure 
in relation to affordability and stability. Home owners had the most secure and stable housing. The 
availability of housing, such as a village house in their place of origin, especially among the 
Malays, also offered more secure housing in old age. Public housing renters on the other hand, had 
access to stable housing, and were required to pay affordable monthly rental. Private housing 
renters were the worst off, with the need to pay higher monthly rental and limited stability. 
Participants who stayed informally within their social networks were those who could not afford 
private rental and/or those who had access to assistance from family. A few also stated that while 
they were not obliged to pay rent, this type of arrangement was not necessarily stable. There was 
also a link between employment and housing. Work and income influence their accumulation of 
financial resources and hence, accumulation of housing resources. Those who had low and/or 
unstable income were less likely to accumulated secure and stable housing in older age. For a few, 
loss of employment means loss of housing as accommodation was linked to the employment. 
   
From a broader policy perspective, housing policy that favoured families over individuals had 
affected the participants’ opportunity to accumulate housing resources. Single persons without 
families faced difficulties in obtaining a unit of public housing. They had little choice but to rent in 
the private market which was less affordable and less stable. The majority of participants in the 
private rental market were single participants, which reflected their disadvantage from the policy 
context.  
 
Family resources on the other hand, also play an important role in influencing the opportunity to 
accumulate housing resources. For instance, a small number of participants had inherited their 
current housing from their family, most however, did not have such advantage linked to poverty 
across generations. For others, family networks had provided them with informal housing. As such, 
familial relationships are resources that were crucial in determining the availability and stability of 
the provision of the informal housing arrangements. Similarly, some participants were provided 
with housing assistance (e.g. informal housing arrangement) from their network of friends. This will 
be further discussed in Chapter Seven. 
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This chapter has discussed participants’ accumulation of resources over the life course. It provides 
insights into participants’ life events that had intersected with life course dimensions, such as family 
relations and resources, education and employment that shaped their current level of resources in 
old age. The next chapter will examine how participants managed to meet their social support needs 
in old age, given the limited resources most had been able to accumulate over the life course. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
MANAGING SOCIAL SUPPORT NEEDS IN OLD 
AGE 
 
The previous two chapters have focused on life course trajectories and their accumulated 
advantages and disadvantages. This chapter focuses on the current social support needs of the 
participants in the context of these accumulated advantages and disadvantages, and how they 
manage these needs. It addresses the third research question: How do poor older people who are 
childless manage to get their current social support needs met, given their accumulated 
resources over their life course? To reiterate, “social support” in this thesis refers to transfers of 
financial, instrumental, emotional and informational support within the social network (Antonucci 
et al., 2007; Lepore, 2012). Social support can be sourced from two major networks: formal support 
from state or non-government agencies, and informal support, which comprises family, friends and 
groups within the community.  
 
The chapter begins with a description of the needs that participants identified and then explores how 
they were managed using the concepts of linked lives and agency. Three core themes are identified 
in the data: using existing resources, developing new resources and reducing expectations. The 
chapter then concludes with a discussion on the meaning of support to participants. It is important 
to note here that this is a sample of childless and poor older people who were managing needs, in 
part by making contact with the welfare assistance available. No inferences can be made about 
those who are homeless, out of contact with the welfare system and/or have moved into residential 
care.  
 
Childless and poor older people are vulnerable in old age because they lack two important sources 
of support: children and financial resources. This is particularly important in Malaysia where 
children are expected to be the primary source of provision for older people. Although the 
participants were in common as childless and poor older persons, other social characteristics, such 
as gender, marital status and ethnic group may have influenced access to resources to meet needs 
and how these needs were managed — these aspects are explored where appropriate. 
 
To some extent, the group in the sample presents as “survivors” or perhaps “managers” of their 
limited social support circumstances. Some have more advantages in managing needs than the 
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others linked to the differences in accumulated resources earlier in their lives. Strong social 
networks are important resources that some had managed to retain and develop in old age. Without 
children, the availability and accessibility to wider social networks, government and non-
government resources were essential in managing their needs. Receiving support from various 
sources is not always a straightforward case as the acceptability of support may involve challenges 
to their self-identity and dignity. However, their major concerns were to survive daily living in the 
community and to avoid being institutionalized. 
7.1 Current Needs and Accumulated Resources 
Participants’ needs arose from the interaction of limited accumulated resources, such as financial 
resources, affordable and appropriate housing, combined with increasing needs for assistance in old 
age in many areas of life. The needs that arose differed across participants, depended on the level 
and type of accumulated resources, the demands placed on these resources and also on the 
differences in family backgrounds.  
 
All participants in this study had not managed to accumulate sufficient financial resources to 
support themselves in old age. As outlined in Chapter Six, there were a range of reasons, such as 
inadequate retirement funds, low savings and increasing needs in old age such as for health care. 
Most participants relied heavily on welfare financial assistance. For instance, participant (P008), 
without lifetime savings, found it very difficult when the welfare assistance was terminated. She 
was in the midst of re-applying at the time of interview. 
Last time, I could … at least I received, now that I don’t have anything, no one helps 
me, and I am sick, I couldn’t work. (P008, Indian Single Woman, age 62, with 
translator) 
She was from a poor family, was not well educated, and she had been involved in informal work 
such as cleaning and cooking that did not provide retirement funds. When she fell ill and could not 
work, she had no other sources of income but the welfare financial assistance.  
 
The need for financial assistance in old age arose from an inability to continue to work, and low 
savings. Most participants were affected by their declining health or frailty in old age and were less 
able to use their skills to generate more income. However, some were still able to be involved in 
casual work to add to their limited financial resources. Work in old age is discussed later in 
subsection 7.2.2. 
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The adequacy of financial resources was determined by the demands on them, and paying rent in 
the private market was a big demand. Participants who did not have affordable and stable housing 
as a resource were more likely to face financial insufficiency. Most participants who were renters in 
the private market were struggling. For example: 
Because if I don’t have savings and I don’t have job means I am finished. Then, I am 
paying 300 MYR for my rental. (P019, Chinese Single Woman, age 70) 
Moreover, participants without affordable and stable housing were more likely to consider that they 
might have to move to residential care than participants with affordable housing resources. Their 
failure to accumulate housing resources earlier in life put some participants at risk of earlier 
institutionalisation.  
 
Cumulative disadvantage linked to poor health also directly caused a number of participants to be 
vulnerable financially as they age. In a few instances, participants’ accumulated resources decreased 
over time due to health care needs when medication became less affordable. 
Sometimes I asked them (siblings) for some money for my medication. Most of the 
time, they would give me. I am using it for medication not to enjoy. (P024, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 62) 
For currently married participants, the health of their partners also had an effect on resources, as 
their lives were linked. For example, P031 (below) was struggling to care for her sick husband with 
her only source of financial resources, the pension funds. She intended to apply for welfare 
financial assistance. 
As I wanted to buy food for my husband, I asked for the assistance (welfare financial 
assistance). It would not be enough to depend on my pension. (P031, Currently 
Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
7.1.1 Family Networks and Linked Lives 
Family networks are an important resource in older age as they can assist in addressing some needs. 
Most participants with good relationships with their networks could potentially receive assistance in 
terms of financial, housing, food, emotional and informational support. In the absence of good 
relationships with family members, participants had fewer opportunities to have these needs met. 
Assistance from family could not be taken for granted, especially for this group of older people. 
There were constraints that hindered some participants having such relationships with this network, 
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and never-married participants were more likely to face these constraints. The constraints included: 
changes in the family structure and relationships, and subsequent limitation in connectivity. As a 
result, these participants, who were mainly Chinese, did not, or no longer had, the expectation that 
their family networks could provide assistance.  
 
Linked lives – Family of Origin 
A few participants reported losing their family members, such as older parents and siblings, who 
had been family mediators and providers of support. For example, a single Chinese woman 
described,  
When my sister was still around, she would give me some money during the festive 
seasons, may be 50 MYR. I didn’t get any after she had passed away. (P023, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 78) 
A history of family conflict or complicated relationships also had a negative impact on ongoing 
family relationships and potential assistance. Two single Chinese men explicitly reported having no 
relationship with their family networks for most of their lives. This lack of relationship was due to 
earlier unpleasant experiences and events in the family. For example, one of them had experienced 
child abuse earlier in his life that may have caused him to have no connection with his family 
members. However, he did not want to provide further information about that. 
I was born in --- (state), so, my mother passed away when I was … I think 4 years old. I 
could still remember, 4 or 5 years old … I already … So somehow, I talked to my 
relatives … because of the child abuse … (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
In general for men in particular, their network of friends became more important and stronger when 
there were fewer connections with family members. This will be discussed in section 7.2.  
 
Although most participants had some relationships with their family members earlier in their lives, 
they were unlikely to receive assistance from this network in old age. These relationships were not 
close enough to render substantial support in later life. In addition, their lives were not linked as 
geographic mobility limited their relationships and connections. For example: 
They (sisters) are far away and have their own business to mind. With the nephew and 
nieces, we seldom contact. There was once when a nephew got married, I was invited. 
Other than that, there is not much contact with them. Last time I was in … (country), 
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my sister did give some few hundred for me. That was maybe a few years once. (P026, 
Chinese Single Man, age 70) 
These separations in location from siblings were usually related to the change in the family 
structure when their siblings got married. Men were more likely to report limited relationship with 
their family members due to mobility, although some women also reported this where they, or their 
family, moved away from each other. 
 
Linked Lives – Marriage 
Linked lives in the form of marriage have both advantages and disadvantages. Some participants 
who had a life transition to marriage had some different needs in old age as they had lived with, or 
were currently living with, a partner who could provide emotional and social support and share 
resources. For this group, losing a spouse was a major loss. For example, one widow had described 
that her husband could provide emotional support if he was still around.  
Yes, it would be different (if husband was around). I have a company, we could discuss 
and talk with each other. Now that he was not around, I don’t see the purpose to live 
any longer. (P027, Chinese Widow, age 81) 
Although two currently married women in this study were living with their partners, their partners’ 
health conditions had constrained them from sharing their feelings with them. 
Even with my husband, I didn’t really talk to him about the problems. We do chat 
normally but not so about the problems. This is because if I talk about the problem or 
sadness, he will be upset. If he is upset, I will be upset too. So, I don’t want to make him 
sad and I just keep quiet. (P031, Currently Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
However, currently married women and widows who had had a partner for most of their lives had 
better established family networks. They were more likely to have wider family networks that 
included the family of their partners, and hence could potentially have better relationships that led 
to assistance as compared to single participants. 
When I took care of them (children), yes, I saved a little bit. And I received help from 
both side of siblings. His younger brother helped us. (P005, Chinese Widow, age 66) 
A gender comparison on this matter could not be made in regard to the size of their family networks 
and relationship, as there was only one ever-married man in this sample and he was a divorcee. 
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Future Care 
A limited relationship with the family networks created concern for some participants about their 
future care when they grow older and weaker. For example, one participant perceived that he may 
not be in the position to expect assistance from the family networks because of a poor relationship 
with the family members. 
My brother wouldn’t care for me even if I am alive, I don’t think he would care after I 
died. After the incident (family conflict), even his children didn’t visit me anymore. It 
was because of the argument. (P022, Chinese Single Man, age 67) 
Other participants with some level of good relationship with their family networks also had 
concerns about the family responding to their needs in the future. This is because assistance for a 
range of needs may not be expected from the family networks for various reasons. This will be 
discussed later in section 7.3 on acceptability of assistance from various sources of support. The 
next section reports on how a range of needs is managed.  
 
7.2 Managing Needs 
The focus of this section is on how needs are managed using the core concepts of linked lives and 
agency. With the focus on linked lives, where individuals’ lives are lived interdependently, the 
study suggests that for most participants, social networks, such as family and friends, were crucial 
as a resource in getting their needs met. The social network resources refer to having access to, and 
good relationships with, the networks that could turn into provision of assistance. All participants 
were, to a certain extent, using existing resources, such as accumulated financial, housing and social 
networks, as well as developing new resources to cater for their needs. The influences of 
participants’ characteristics, such as gender, marital status, ethnic group, as well as age group on 
them managing their needs were also explored. Additionally, participants were also seen to be able 
to construct their life course through choices within the circumstances they were in and to adjust 
their expectations as a way to manage their needs. 
 
7.2.1 Using Existing Resources  
Social Networks – Family Networks 
Linked lives with family members, spouses and/or friends were essential in meeting needs. To 
reiterate, these relationships allowed participants to receive some financial, housing, food, 
informational and emotional support from the networks. There were differences between genders in 
approaching their networks of family and friends for financial assistance that attributed to the level 
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of relationships. For example, the men, who tended to have better relationships with their friends 
than family, were more likely to look for financial assistance from their friends. 
Sometime I got no money I borrow, there are people who are willing to lend me. When 
I have, I pay them back in small amount. (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
If I have not enough, then I would spend prudently. If I am seriously short of (money), I 
would ask from my friends. Borrow from them. (P011, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
I have another friend who is an electrician. He is almost retired. We still keep in contact 
better. We talk on the phone and have a drink together. Secondly, maybe I would call 
my nephew (for help). (P011, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
The stronger relationships with friends among men probably can be considered in relation to the 
limited family connections noted in the previous section. It is also important to note that, nine out of 
ten men in this study were Chinese and eight of them were single. It is a small sample and care has 
to be taken in drawing conclusions from this pattern. 
 
The women, on the other hand, tended to receive assistance from their family members, with a few 
receiving assistance from their friends. Some men and women also received some alms on and off 
from their neighbours, friends and family members. This provision of financial support from their 
social network (i.e. family and friends), however, was not regular, often on occasions or during 
festive seasons, and thus may have continued to leave them in a tenuous position in their older age. 
The expectations of assistance from the networks influenced the actual acceptance of the assistance. 
This is discussed in section 7.3. 
 
Existing accumulated financial and network resources could be used to get some future care needs 
met. For example, one participant reported trading-off her savings (i.e. jewellery) with her family 
members in return for care in the future. 
Yes, my younger sister (could provide care). We are siblings anyway. I still have some 
jewelry, if I have passed away, they can have it if they want. (P021, Malay Single 
Woman, age 68) 
Many participants, on the other hand, who did not have sufficient resources, chose to avoid thinking 
about the future or planning for residential care for future care.  
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In relation to managing emotional needs, some participants shared issues with their family 
members, generally their siblings. These were primarily women, regardless of their marital status, 
who had relationships and access to this network. Malay participants were also more likely to seek 
emotional assistance from someone as compared to other ethnic groups, although a few Chinese 
women were also seeking emotional assistance from their siblings. 
My sister will come and check on me, but not the children (nieces/nephews). They have 
their own families. But they will come during Raya. The same goes to my brother. 
Sometimes he will come with his lorry and he stops by. He didn’t bring his family. He 
visits me. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
I would look for my sisters. I will tell them anything, nobody else. (P033, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 69) 
However, in some cases, participants did not want to share their problems with their family 
members. This may have been because they did not want to look like they were asking for 
assistance from the family. 
Yes, that I have not enough money or in difficulties. I didn’t show that out. If they 
(family) are coming to our house, I tend to cook nicer dishes for them. I didn’t want 
them to know that we don’t have enough money. The only problem that I have is 
actually the financial support. (P031, Currently Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
The quote below further illustrates that this participant (P031) may have found it easier to talk to 
someone else (i.e. friends) as compared to their family members because of perceived threat to 
participants’ self-esteem.  
Friends will only look at us externally, they didn’t know the truth of our life. As for the 
family, they will be able to know our exact situation and how we live. I didn’t want to 
be that way. (P031, Currently Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
Additionally, not having access to family networks led some to approach their network of friends to 
ease their emotional distress. For example, a participant without family members who was living 
with a friend under an informal housing arrangement described: 
I can’t stay in the house, you know what I think. I want to kill myself. That’s what my 
thought. Seeing me like that, I quickly go downstairs. I go for a chat. I called … (a 
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friend), the one who stay with me, he told me to pray and don’t think that way which is 
not good. (P006, Indian Widow, age 63) 
Social Networks – Other Networks 
Some participants also benefited from existing friendships that were accumulated over time to get a 
range of needs met, such as financial, food and housing needs. For example, they reported receiving 
food assistance from friends who they befriended in earlier years.  
My friend will pack it for me, he does business on the street. He is very honest, when he 
goes for a meal, he will pack a big pack of food and we share. (P012, Chinese Single 
Man, age 65) 
A few had also treated their close friends as their family member or relative. For example, this 
participant (P023) considered a friend as her relative; they had known each other for a very long 
time as their mothers were good friends. She was also receiving housing assistance from her friend.  
I have a friend’s mother whom was my mother’s good friends. I am now living with 
them, but I have no room myself. I will just sleep in the living room. (P023, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 78) 
I am staying at --- (location), with a friend, it can be considered as relatives as they are 
good to me. (P023, Chinese Single Woman, age 78) 
This above example can be related to the concept of linked lives. It portrays the link between the 
participant, the parent and the friend that needed to be accommodated in old age due to strong 
linkages over time. This participant also treated her friend as a relative to make sense of the 
assistance received. To some extent, she may have perceived that it was more acceptable to receive 
assistance from the family as she used to receive some assistance from her late sister. 
 
Participants’ friendships can also be built through being in the same location for a very long time. 
For example, one participant (P022) made use of his existing resources, such as the relationship 
with his neighbour, to get his needs met. He was provided with casual work and received food or 
money in return. 
Like my neighbour (shop), he was operating a food stall, if he had not enough worker, 
he would call me to help him out. He gave me some money as he likes, sometime he 
wouldn’t. However, he provided me with a meal. So, I thought that was not too bad. But 
the business closed down, and now it becomes a car workshop. I would also help them 
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out and they would buy me some food too. They will use my house compound to park 
some cars too. (P022, Chinese Single Man, age 67) 
In general, Malay participants were more likely to report receiving assistance, such as food, contact 
and practical help from the neighbours. 
I don’t cook, as sometimes they will send me some food. It depends. The neighbour 
here needs to work, but they will still send me some food when they could. (P032, 
Malay Divorcee Woman, age 67) 
This may be related to cultural values where the Malays tended to have a closer relationship with 
their neighbours. This may also be because they were living in the context and location where 
neighbourhood relationships were valued. For example, one married Malay woman noted that 
although she had a good relationship with her family networks, her neighbourhood was important 
for they were the closest who could provide help most of the time, including in an emergency. 
 
In contrast, the relationship between the Chinese participants and their neighbours tended to be 
limited to daily interactions and contacts in case of emergency. These relationships may not have 
been reliable for other practical assistance. 
My neighbour has my phone number, but I wouldn’t have my phone with me if I fall. I 
thought myself, if I fall, I think I am going to die just like that. Unless, people could 
smell my body and they might pry the door open. (P024, Chinese Single Woman, age 
62) 
Housing can also be a resource to develop networks with others. A few participants with housing 
resources used their neighbourhood to get their needs met. For example, a single Malay woman was 
sub-letting her rented house to others. This was probably because she wanted to have some 
networks with others, as well as to have someone who shared the rental costs. 
They (tenant) will ask me to cook and they give me money for that. I am helping with 
their laundry too. We are staying together like sisters, I am paid 50 or 60 MYR a month. 
(P021, Malay Single Woman, age 68) 
Access to Existing Welfare Financial Assistance 
All participants had access to state financial assistance and most participants were told about the 
welfare financial assistance by their network of family and friends. At the time of the interview, two 
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participants were applying for the assistance for the first time, in view of their decreasing financial 
resources in old age.  
I don’t need anything else but the financial support. It would be good to have additional 
financial support (welfare assistance), so that I can buy better food for my husband. He 
loves to eat, different dishes every day. I don’t need any other type of support. My 
happiness depends on whether I have money or not. I don’t tell anyone about it. (P031, 
Currently Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
I was recommended to him (a volunteer who brought him to the welfare office) by a 
friend who is also blind. He (the volunteer) recommended me to apply for this financial 
assistance, since I couldn’t see. I said “I don’t know about it”. (P012, Chinese Single 
Man - Blind, age 65) 
This suggests the importance of social networks for participants to have better access to information 
related to the availability of assistance. Others found out about the assistance through more formal 
networks. The state had also taken some initiatives to approach people in need of assistance. For 
example: 
There was somebody who came from the department. They send the application form, 
asking if anyone wants to apply. I applied it first, both of us … me and uncle (husband) 
got that. Then the officer said that we need to stop/close one of our assistance. Both of 
us couldn’t take it at the same time, it was for either one of us. (P014, Malay Widow, 
age 78) 
These participants who were approached by the formal network were more likely to be those who 
were more visible, such as those who stayed in public housing (P014 above) or homeless people 
(P025 below) on the street. For example, an ex-homeless person reported being introduced to the 
welfare department through a campaign run by the ministry.  
That day, I was at Kuala Lumpur and I met a lot of people without a home, then I saw a 
charity organisation near here. Every Sunday, they would distribute free food for 
people. One day I was there and the ministry (Ministry of women, family and 
community development) was there giving a talk with welfare people (staff). They said 
those who are senior citizen could register, therefore I was registered. (P025, Malay 
Single Woman, age 67) 
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Other older people may not be visible, such as those who are in need but are not eligible for public 
housing, or those who are struggling, but are yet to become homeless to be noticed, and hence, are 
excluded from such campaigns. This initiative also underlies the importance of the service systems 
in reaching out to people who are in need. They often lack information about the availability of the 
assistance, and might not have a social network that could provide the information needed.  
The state has not only provided welfare financial assistance, but also a program that helps older 
people in the community settings. One participant reported that he benefited from a program that 
assists older people living alone at home. 
… they have a program to help, to keep an eye on the elders. So, they will send 
somebody once a week.(…)They are all so called medical assistance, as you know for 
an old man, it might be good to have. So, they will send once a week to see if I am still 
kicking around or I have already “rotten”. This can happened, that’s why I put the 
emergency number visible there at the wall. (P020, Chinese Divorcee Man, age 82) 
The name of the program was not mentioned; however, the program was similar to the home-help 
services provided by the welfare department for older people living in the community. His 
acceptance of the program had opened up new resources to assist in his need for personal care as an 
older person. Other participants were either not exposed to this information about the program or 
they were not interested in joining. For example, this participant quoted below was asked in the 
interview about possible assistance with issues, such as transportation to hospital and household 
chores, but she did not show any interest and said: 
I don’t think I need those. I would rather do it myself, as I know where my things go. 
All I need is financial support. I would be able to manage the money that I have, I can 
buy groceries according to my needs. I would make a budget for it. (P031, Currently 
Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
This comment may have been provided because she was applying for the welfare financial 
assistance at the time of the interview and finance was her focus at that time.  
 
Some participants, however, had access to more resources through their ethnicity. All Malay 
participants in this study had information about Baitulmal and five out of nine were receiving it. 
Two others were in the midst of applying for it at the time of the interview, while the remaining two 
were once Baitulmal recipients, but the reasons for its termination were not shared in the interviews. 
The termination may also indicate that participants did not understand the eligibility or criteria for 
Baitulmal. Those who were receiving Baitulmal were in an advantaged position by having it as 
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financial assistance in addition to their welfare payments from the state and were hence, better able 
to meet their financial needs. 
I told the welfare officer that I don’t have enough, then he suggested me to get the 
Baitulmal assistance to pay for my rent, that’s why I applied for that. Then I got 
approved with the assistance from the religious person at one of the mosque that I used 
to go. (P025, Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
Although all welfare and Baitulmal recipients could enjoy affordable health care from public health 
care providers, only one participant reported receiving additional health insurances provided by 
Baitulmal. 
This is selected privilege from Baitulmal, not everyone is getting it. I got it, my friends 
are not. If those 3 things (chronic disease, accident and death) happened to me, I can ask 
my family members to contact the insurance. I guess it is good to have that for me. I just 
get this insurance recently. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62)  
The reason for her selection for this Baitulmal assistance was not mentioned, but this helped her in 
managing her health care needs better. At times, it is the combination of assistance that is accessible 
to participants that put them in better or worse situations in managing their needs. The same 
participant (P029) also reported having an additional protection scheme provided by her resident 
association that provided benefits after she passed away. 
I actually have a scheme with the resident association here, I am paying every year 
about 20 MYR. That is if I died, then I don’t need to bother and cause trouble to the 
family. They (association) will settle it for me. Then I told my friends, just call the 
association if I died. I guess this is good because my siblings will not be troubled. I just 
follow my friends to have this scheme. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
She was the only participant who reported such advantages from both Baitulmal and her resident 
association related to her health care needs. 
 
The existing resources may not have been sufficient to manage their needs in old age. Many 
participants had also developed new resources including new network resources in old age to get 
their needs met. This is discussed in the following subsection.  
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7.2.2 Developing New Resources 
Most participants developed new resources and new networks in old age to get a range of needs 
met. This response is closely related to the life course concept of human agency that recognises the 
role of individual agency in making choices and decisions in view of their circumstances. For 
example, some participants reported the need to obtain a new source of income, such as work in old 
age, in line to their situation with limited financial resources. 
I could only depend on myself, collecting recyclable items for money. I still have to do 
it. Some people would ask me for help, buying stuff for them. So, I also earned a little 
from there as well. (P026, Chinese Single Man, age 70) 
Men were more likely to work in old age compared to women. This could be due to differing 
financial needs in old age between men and women where most men lived in the private rental 
market that indicated greater financial burden. 
 
Work in Old Age 
Participants reported working in old age to assist with daily expenses such as for housing or food. 
The work that they did in old age was partly dependent on what type of work they did during their 
active working years, though the workload was reduced due to poorer health in old age: 
 
I have poor eyesight, it didn’t mean that I don’t want to work, but my eyesight is not 
good anymore. I am slow. (P010, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
I could still work a little. But it is not enough, just one job a month. I can still work, I 
will look for job and work a little. Otherwise? We don’t have enough to use. (P010, 
Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
 
Most participants who were working in old age were involved in temporary and unstable jobs that 
did not require full-time attention. The one participant (P033) who was working in the formal 
employment sector at the time of the interview was an exception, although she perceived she was 
receiving lower wages than the others.  
 
He (employer) was bullying me because I am old. Even if he didn’t give me (better 
wages), it is alright as I am a very hardworking person, I work late and over time every 
day and I have the extra allowance. After the working hours per day, I will be getting 6 
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MYR per hour. So, every day I work for extra 3 or 4 hours, I am alright. Normally, I 
work until 10 pm. (P033, Chinese Single Woman, age 69) 
 
The informal work included assisting family and friends in return for some money, food and 
housing. These participants did not work every day. Their income in old age was unstable and not 
reliable. 
I need to look for some (money) for my daily expenses. I followed my friend to 
anywhere. They will ask me to drive a car or a lorry. I will follow and help him if he 
needs to go (drive) to a further place. He will pay me some money, as I am 
accompanying him. If he is tired, I will take over and drive. We will go outstation 
somewhere, but it is not always, not a daily job, but maybe once a month. It depends if I 
am called to help. That’s it. (P030, Malay Divorcee Man, age 70) 
 
The need to work in old age is linked to the need to add to their limited financial and housing 
resources. For those who are relatively healthy and able to work, employment is a direct method of 
getting their financial needs met. For others who are not able to work for various reasons, there are 
other alternatives to manage their needs. 
 
New Friendships 
Some participants expanded their network of friends in order to get more assistance as a way of 
managing needs. For example, one Malay woman who had good relationships with her family 
members had also got to know a friend over the preceding three years. She treated her much 
younger friend as her “child”. She may have perceived that by developing a good reciprocal 
relationship with this “child”, she could accept assistance from her. One single man also reported 
having an “adopted daughter” in the previous few years. He was receiving assistance from her in 
old age, but did not clearly mention a reciprocal relationship. He illustrated the relationship: 
We worked together before and it seems that we have the affinity (to be in adopted 
relationship). This has been for a few years. I am lucky to have her to sort of take care 
of me, otherwise I am not be able to … I might be in trouble. (P026, Chinese Single 
Man, age 70) 
In these cases, participants demonstrated their ability to make new “friends” and treated them as 
“family” to strengthen the relationship. Participants’ willingness to make new networks brought 
about positive consequences, such as having someone to take care of them, or of feeling connected 
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to others. The quality and nature of relationships appeared to influence the acceptability of 
assistance. This will be discussed further in section 7.3.  
 
Developing new networks was not only beneficial to participants in terms of social connections, but 
also in providing some material support. Three participants managed to get their housing needs met 
through newly developed networks. For instance, one made a new friend from the church where she 
used to go with her previous employer and was offered a place to stay.  
That’s from church. I went to church once a while. I know him (friend) there. (P006, 
Indian Widow, age 63) 
… that friend, his name is (name). He is my friend. He said, “is okay, you can stay with 
me, since I have 2 rooms, is okay, you don’t need to pay, only pay a little for the 
utilities will do”. That’s how I … until now. It has been 3 years. (P006, Indian Widow, 
age 63) 
This demonstrates again the nature of linked lives. The linkage between herself, the previous 
employer and her new friend provided her with an opportunity for housing assistance. 
 
Developing new friendships by helping others is another way needs for social contacts are managed 
for some. With limited networks, one participant involved himself in volunteerism. For example: 
When I help other people teaching the children (neighbourhood), I don’t ask for money 
or any rewards. I believe, this is the spirit that I … (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
The relationships built within networks were important in giving meaning to his life. His 
involvement did not necessarily mean he was looking for assistance; it may simply have illustrated 
the need for connection to the community as a whole. Getting his social needs met, not from the 
friends and family networks, but the community, also illustrated this participant’s ability to act 
within the constraints of limited friends and family networks. 
 
Broaden Networks – Wider Community 
The role of individual agency to reach out for assistance was also observed among participants. For 
instance, a participant approached an NGO for potential housing and other assistance in old age. 
(…) and that time I was around 60. So I say … so it’s high time that I spend my time at 
this type of home, may be one day I need it too … people to take care of me. That’s the 
reason (for approaching an NGO). (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
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He was provided with housing assistance from the NGO, and was not an inmate for the homes run 
by the NGO. As time passed, he became more dissatisfied with the management of the organisation, 
but, with limited choice, he continued to be provided with housing assistance. 
 
Some participants also reported getting free food from many charity organisations. Most 
participants were told about the free food distribution through their networks of friends. Participants 
could only benefit from this form of support provided that they were aware of its existence. 
Then I bumped into a friend … and I was told I can get some food from the street where 
people were distributing food (for those in need). Then I was getting some food there. 
(P023, Chinese Single Woman, age 78) 
The example above also indicates some level of acceptability in receiving free food from charity 
organisations. Perhaps these participants had no other way to get their needs met and hence, the 
acceptability was enhanced. 
 
There are also participants who managed to build networks with a religious community in old age 
by attending churches and temples. Most importantly they could receive food assistance and some 
amount of money on occasions from this community.  
At that time, I always go to the church in … (area) there is food provided. They are 
distributing food from Monday to Friday, there are Chinese, Malay and Indian who get 
food from there. (P013, Chinese Single Man, age 77) 
Those participants who reported receiving free food frequently from a religious community were 
mainly Chinese, although a few Malay participants had also talked about the distribution of free 
food from mosques. This difference is probably because most Malay participants in this study had 
more affordable and stable housing resources, and/or Baitulmal, hence more financial resources that 
could be spent on food. For example, this Malay participant (P025) had a clear view of how to 
balance her requests for help with the needs of the broader community. This participant who used to 
get free food from the mosque and public said: 
If I don’t have enough for food, I will go and get the free food. I feel pity at others who 
are homeless, because they are younger and didn’t get the assistance like the older 
person. So, I thought if I am snatching some of the food from them and they are getting 
less. So, when I have both (Welfare and Baitulmal) assistances, I am no longer 
collecting the food. (P025, Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
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The role of the wider community (e.g. NGOs) is not limited to provision of food and charity items; 
it can also be a source for information. A lack of proficiency in the Malay language is a barrier for 
most non-Malays who were less educated in accessing formal assistance. This highlights the need to 
approach their friends, family and the wider community (i.e. religious and NGOs) to get their 
informational needs met. 
It is a Buddhist organisation (NGO) from … (country). Sometimes I will look for them, 
they will help me to write a letter as I told them I don’t know Malays, they will help me 
to write a letter to pass it to the doctor … the doctor asked me to check my heart. They 
will help. Sometimes I don’t know Malays, then I have to look around for Chinese. 
(P016, Chinese Single Woman, age 76)  
Some non-Malay participants also expressed their concerns in communicating with the department 
about their welfare financial assistance. For example, one participant (P008), quoted below, whose 
welfare financial assistance was terminated at the time of interview, had reported that she 
approached an NGO for translation and informational support. This participant was accompanied by 
a person from the NGO to the welfare department. 
I am staying at the block and I am working with the association (never-
married/widowers), so maybe people are telling about me, I am helping those who 
never-married/widowers, for there she came to my house (for assistance). (Translator – 
P008, Indian Single Woman, age 62) 
She was also the only participant who required more assistance from a translator in the interview. 
The cumulative disadvantage of little education earlier in life resulted in some participants having to 
rely on others to provide such support. Assistance in translation may be necessary in the service 
systems to assist those who are in need.  
 
From the interviews, the role of the wider community in providing health care services was limited. 
In reaching out for health care needs, one participant looked out for other possible sources of 
funding. 
I talked to the welfare department before, but they didn’t cover that. They gave me a 
form and asked me to apply from the party (political). Not this office that I went, it was 
the one in the hospital. They told me this. So, I went to the party. One injection cost me 
900, 2 injections are near 2 thousands. I don’t have that much money. So, I went to the 
party and they paid for me. (P027, Chinese Widow, age 81) 
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Public clinics and hospitals are available to provide health care services for all Malaysians. 
Participants, as the recipients of the welfare financial assistance, were also not required to pay for 
most health services from these public health care providers. However, some may not have been 
able to afford certain health services that were not covered by welfare, or those services that 
required some out-of-pocket expenses. In these cases, participants could only look for new sources 
of support, or in other cases, adjusting their expectations and make do with their limited resources. 
This is discussed next. 
 
7.2.3 Adjusting Expectations 
Having access to various sources of support was crucial for participants in managing their needs. 
However, not all participants were able to access resources to meet all their needs. In these cases, 
most participants adjusted their expectations to make do with the limited resources that they had. 
This involved prioritising their needs and reducing their expectations. Most participants were 
struggling to balance their financial limitations with a range of needs, such as housing, food and 
health care. Some participants, without affordable, stable and secure housing, prioritised their needs 
for housing before food.  
Now, my worry is the rental, the food … I can survive with water also. (P019, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 70) 
As a human being, it would still be alright without food as we can still get it from 
others, but it will be pitiful without a place to stay, to bath and sleep. (P023, Chinese 
Single Woman, age 78) 
Those participants who did not have housing resources were trying to get this important need met 
first before the other needs (i.e. financial and food). For other participants who had their housing 
needs met, the other needs became more important. 
 
Many participants reported having low expectations in relation to food and commented that food is 
just for survival. They were easily satisfied with the amount of food and the quality of the food. 
I am enough with a little bit of food. I want myself to be happy only. I don’t need to eat 
a lot. (P028, “Punjabi” (other) Single Woman, age 72) 
I bought it the day before yesterday for 1 MYR, no … don’t worry. When I was young, 
there is no such thing as expiry date. The can food, we just judged by ourselves. And 
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then it still in the good condition, after expire for one or two days, it is still okay. (P015, 
Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
This could be linked to living in poverty earlier or throughout their lives. Most importantly, their 
low expectations were linked to having limited financial resources, and hence little choice in 
relation to food in old age. The acceptability for some in receiving free food from charity bodies 
where they have no control over the type of food provided also reflected their low expectations and 
limited choices. 
 
Some participants who did not have the facilities to cook, such as those who rented a room in the 
private market, also tended to get free food. At times, they perceived that they were forced to 
purchase outside food which was more expensive. This subsequently led to the need to spend more 
financial resources for food, due to the lack of other resources (e.g. housing with proper kitchen). 
I have my own rice cooker in the room and I buy the dishes from outside. This is 
because I only have a room, I don’t have a place to cook (dishes). (P025, Malay Single 
Woman, age 67) 
In contrast, participants who were living in accommodation with kitchens were less likely to report 
needing free food. They could cook their own food at a cheaper cost.  
If you cook, it would be enough (money). If you eat outside, it would never be enough. 
Those are not the food that we could afford with few ringgits for a bowl of noodle. You 
need to overcome the difficulties. (P002, Chinese Single Woman, age 75) 
On health care needs, a few participants also reported shifting from private health services to public 
ones over time as they could no longer afford to pay for the private health services. It appears that 
participants preferred receiving health care from the private services, but adjusted their expectation 
by approaching public services due to affordability issues. 
Last time, when I have some money I met the private doctor. However, I couldn’t pay 
for 40 MYR to the private doctor anymore and requested the doctor to refer me to the 
public hospital. (P023, Chinese Single Woman, age 78) 
To summarise this section, all participants exercised agency in managing their limited resources and 
expectations to get their needs met. Clearly, participants with more accumulated resources were 
able to better manage their needs in old age as opposed to participants who did not. Differences 
among participants in relation to access to resources in old age could be attributed to social 
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characteristics such as gender, marital status and ethnicity. However, the social network (e.g. family 
and friends), religious communities, NGOs, and the state are important resources in complementing 
the lack of resources, such as financial and housing, in addressing some needs. The size of the 
social network matters to some extent, and participants with stronger relationships with their 
networks had more advantages. This is because they have a higher chance of being provided with 
some assistance throughout their lives. These relationships could be accumulated over time or 
developed in later life. It also demonstrates the concept of linked lives where participants were 
living in the circle of networks where assistance was accessible and relationships could be 
established. In the absence of family, the state and other organisations, the individual agency played 
important roles to keep this group of older people living in the community. Related to individual 
agency, the assistance from various networks and the state has different meanings to participants 
that influenced their acceptance of assistance, and this is explored next. 
 
7.3 Meaning of Support 
Most participants had been living with limited resources for most of their lives. However, they 
faced new challenges in old age. The challenges mainly related to a decrease in the ability to work, 
combined with increased needs for support. Those with limited resources required help from a 
range of sources. Managing needs is not simply about accessing assistance, but also about the 
meaning of that assistance. This section focuses on how participants made meaning of the 
assistance accessible to them and how they perceived their lives in old age.   
 
7.3.1 Acceptability of Assistance   
The acceptability of assistance from various networks, and from the state, had a direct influence on 
participants’ ability to manage their needs. Acceptability was closely related to their views on 
expecting and accepting help. The meaning of assistance to participants was dependent on 
participants’ expectations from the networks, their self-identity and the strength of their motivation 
to get their needs met. In general, there was a hierarchy in relation to the acceptability of assistance 
from various networks and the state. Participants tended to expect the least from the family 
networks and the most from the state/organisations. 
 
Support Providers  
Although childless older people are often perceived as if they are the only recipients of support, this 
group of older people provided some support to others, especially their family networks. Three 
participants (one Chinese Man, two Malay Women) reported provision of some support (i.e. skills 
and financial) to their family members. Perhaps, this was one way in which relationships with the 
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family could be reinforced. For example, when asked if they required assistance from the family, 
such as siblings or nieces/nephew, they answered: 
No, sometimes, on the other way round, I need to help them (siblings). (Laugh) (P010, 
Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
Yes, they (nieces and nephews) do (visit). But they just ask me for money. I thought 
they should be giving me some money instead. (P021, Malay Single Woman, age 68) 
This suggests that not all participants were only the receiver; they too, could assist their family 
members, although the strength of the assistance provided was not clear from the interviews.  
 
Family Networks 
All participants perceived that the assistance should not be asked for from family networks. 
Assistance was more likely to be accepted only when it was offered. Although women were more 
likely to have contacts with their family networks, there was no apparent difference in gender in 
relation to the acceptability of assistance from family networks. Some participants perceived that 
the assistance from family members should be provided out of altruism. The financial assistance 
that was provided by the family members was more likely offered as part of religious and cultural 
obligations. 
It is hard to say. They may give me some money during the Breaking Fast (“Raya”). 
Not the other days. I wouldn’t be asking them for it, as I feel embarrass. I don’t want to 
be like that. (P029, Malay Divorcee Woman, age 62) 
Asking for financial assistance from family members was seen as an embarrassment to these older 
people. Moreover, most participants perceived that they were not entitled to ask for financial 
assistance, specifically from their nieces and nephews. In this instance their childlessness could be a 
barrier for some in asking for assistance from family members. For example: 
Their own mother couldn’t get money from them, who am I, just an aunt. That’s why 
my sister is still working, as the children are taking care of their own. That’s why it is 
difficult to judge. (P024, Chinese Single Woman, age 62) 
Since we don’t have them (children), we can do nothing. We shouldn’t be relying on 
other people’s children, this shouldn’t be the case. I don’t like it (asking for money from 
them). (P031, Currently Married Malay Woman, age 64) 
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Having your own children, you raised them up, they will look after you. But 
nephews/nieces are not the same. They have their wives and children. How could they 
take care of you, although I am their uncle? I don’t want to burden them. (P010, 
Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
The majority who talked about their nieces and nephews reported receiving little or no support from 
them.  
Those who are younger have their own activities. They wouldn’t come and visit us 
purposely. (…) If they come over without giving us money, it doesn’t feel 
good/awkward (on them). That’s my thought. (P024, Chinese Single Woman, age 62) 
The expectation of assistance from the broader family members, however, sometimes related to 
reciprocity. Three Chinese participants reported having some expectations from the family members 
to reciprocate their sacrifices for the family, in earlier years. For example, one Chinese widow 
reported receiving some assistance in old age and attributed this to maintaining a good reciprocal 
relationship with her siblings. She did not elaborate further but she reported the good relationship 
was related to being the eldest child in the family, having helped the family and then not getting 
married until after all her siblings had married. 
 
However, not all participants who expected reciprocal relationship from the family received such 
assistance. For example, one single man was looking for some reciprocity from his siblings where 
he reported that he had contributed to the brothers’ education and success in life, but received no 
assistance from them in his old age. 
Back then, I was earning money for father to put them education, I was helping the 
family. We were difficult. It was my bad, I didn’t get married and helped my father and 
all of them. At the end, these 2 brothers didn’t help me. (P022, Chinese Single Man, 
age 67) 
Reciprocity is not limited to the family networks, as one participant had also provided an example 
where he received some assistance from the neighbors that he justified as an act of reciprocity for 
past actions. 
I helped those good and sincere ones, during my good days. Now, they help me in terms 
of food (they will get it for me), but not in terms of cash. Just now an Indian neighbour 
brought me food that she cooked as lunch. I have rice cooker, sometimes they just 
bought the dishes/vegetables. (P020, Chinese Divorcee Man, age 82) 
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Reciprocity was a reason for expecting and accepting, as well as for not expecting, or rejecting 
assistance. One participant had rejected help from her siblings because she perceived that she could 
not reciprocate the assistance. 
It would involve “personal debt”, no matter what. Although he is my elder brother, we 
have our own family and I will “owe” them. Since I wouldn’t be able to repay, why 
should I take that? As for the assistance I am receiving here (welfare financial 
assistance), I don’t have to repay them. (P027, Chinese Widow, age 81) 
Another factor that had influenced participants’ expectations and acceptance of assistance from the 
family was the financial status of the family members. Two participants with financially secure 
family members had expectations and were more likely to accept assistance from the network.  
I didn’t spend much, this (television) … my nephew/niece bought it. I was telling my 
nephew/niece that my television was spoilt, we looked for a cheap one at 800 MYR, we 
shared its price as he has a lot of children (to raise). He is (organisation) people, stay in 
(state) and has money. I don’t have (money), so he paid for it. He paid for this (paid 
television channels) as well. (P014, Malay Widow, age 78) 
However, this expectation of assistance was also related to the relationships between participants 
and the family members, as well as the latter’s ability to assist. Other participants had also reported 
access to family members with better financial status, but they did not necessarily expect to receive 
assistance from the family. This may have been due to the quality of their relationships, such that 
receiving assistance impacted on these participants’ self-esteem. 
 
A struggle was apparent in getting their needs met and maintaining their self-esteem in relation to 
the perceived acceptability of assistance from the family members. For example, in a context where 
the participant (P025) lost her mother, she could no longer accept help from her brother because of 
the possible pressure from the community in the village. 
(…) the neighbour would have a lot to say, that my brother (in village) need to support 
me and all, although I don’t ask for his support. As my mother was not around anymore, 
it would be alright if my mother was still around. So I thought it would be better if I ask 
for the assistance (from government) and support myself. (P025, Malay Single 
Woman, age 67) 
Hence, her position in old age of being childless and poor probably had hindered her opportunity to 
receive some assistance from her brother in the village. 
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Yet, there were some instances where assistance was accepted even if that posed a challenge to the 
participants’ self-esteem. For example, a few participants had accepted housing assistance from 
their social network, friends or family, even when the relationship with the networks was not 
particularly good. They had limited choice and had to accept the assistance which was grudgingly 
given. For example, a participant who was provided with informal housing assistance: 
So we (I) had no choice and we (I) stay until now. I said, if you chase me out right now 
… I am not going to move, as I have no other place to go. (P017, Chinese Widow, age 
79) 
The State/Organisations 
All participants reported being more comfortable accepting assistance from the state/organisations 
than from their family members. This acceptance could be linked to the view that the assistance 
from the state/organisations was not personalised for any individuals and therefore, they had fewer 
issues with self-identity and embarrassment as they did with family members. Some participants 
perceived that they were entitled to receive assistance from the state because of their current 
position of having no support from children and being an older person. Some focused on rights 
rather than reciprocity. 
People might ask, don’t we feel embarrass to ask for this. But that is my rights. The 
rights as a citizen. We apply and they are giving us by looking at our age, it is a must. 
(…) We shouldn’t feel embarrass. That is our rights, the older people. (P030, Malay 
Divorcee Man, age 70) 
This is, of course, a sample of older people who accessed and applied for the welfare financial 
assistance and thus reflects a willingness to accept help from the state. This group of participants 
was also able to take advantage for the recent development of the policy for older people in the 
country, with more services (i.e. financial or non-financial) provided by the state. 
 
Although receiving the assistance was important to participants, for a few, it had impacted 
negatively on their dignity. Two Chinese single participants saw receiving welfare assistance as 
embarrassing. They perceived that other people may look down on them if they knew about them 
receiving the welfare assistance. 
As long as I have … you know … people don’t know that I am taking social welfare. I 
wouldn’t even tell people that I am on social welfare. Nobody knows. I don’t want to … 
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you know … people might go away from me. So as long as I can continue living, I am 
alright. (P019, Chinese Single Woman, age 70) 
However, most participants were more willing to receive the welfare financial assistance than to ask 
their friends and family networks for the same assistance. Some participants, regardless of their 
gender, marital status, ethnic group, and age, perceived that with the welfare financial assistance, 
they no longer needed to bother their networks for financial help and consequently maintained their 
dignity as adults. For example: 
I thought I will save it up. Or use it. If I have it, I don’t have to always depend on my 
friends. Where when I “see” them I don’t have to ask them for money. I could spend 
prudently. That’s it. That’s why I apply for this, as I feel shy always asking from others. 
(P012, Chinese Single Man, age 65) 
I need to eat and drink, I will have to go to their place, use their things, bother them. I 
need to take care of my own needs. I should look for it myself. Right now, I didn’t 
bother them anymore, I just keep quiet, the Baitulmal and welfare are helping. I didn’t 
bother others, it is enough for me. (P034, Malay Widow, age 75) 
Besides saving their dignity in their social network (friends and family) with regard to their 
financial needs; they considered that by accessing a state benefit, they had more freedom in 
managing their financial resources. Furthermore, some participants had also highlighted that if they 
could, they would want to be financially independent by working and having their own income, so 
as they were less likely to depend on other sources. Meeting needs is about what is acceptable, as 
well as what is available. As poor older people with limited resources, life in old age presented 
challenges as well as promoting problem solving. 
 
7.3.2 Attitude towards Life in Old Age 
Most participants were living in poor conditions, and living in the community was becoming 
increasingly difficult. Their perception of their current and future life appeared to be a mixture of 
both acceptance and anxiety. The limitations of resources in old age had left them with limited life 
choices. Across the ethnic groups most tended to accept their current life or perceive that it was 
fated. Many participants were poor throughout their lives and this made it easier for them to accept 
their poverty in old age.  
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I have been living like this since I was younger and up to now. I am going to be like this 
until the end, and there aren’t any changes. But I am accepting it, I accept what I have 
and my life has been destined. (P021, Malay Single Woman, age 68) 
There is nothing as to when (having no choice) … as I am not thinking about it. I just 
thought of filling up my stomach. What is there to think about? Nothing to think about 
anymore. We have to accept the fate. That is important. (P013, Chinese Single Man, 
age 77) 
The lack of resources also resulted in many participants focusing on living in the moment. They 
were just expecting sufficient resources to allow them to survive one day at a time. They also 
avoided thinking about the future. This thought was similar across participants with different 
gender, age groups and ethnic groups. Although participants come from different cultural and 
religious backgrounds, they shared similar values about life at this stage. 
I never thought of it. Never will think. Because if you continue thinking that, your brain 
will suffer. It is like, we take a step and take a look. We walk until we have no choice, 
then we will not know. (P002, Chinese Single Woman, age 75) 
We could only eat and live for a day, we only have today and there is no tomorrow. 
(laugh) that’s our lives. (P012, Chinese Single Man, age 65) 
Couldn’t think about it (future). Most importantly is that I am healthy and could earn 
some for food, I am satisfy in this society. (P013, Chinese Single Man, age 77) 
I just thought about how long more I will live as I am already 67 and what else I should 
ask for, as getting this money (welfare) is good enough. (P025, Malay Single Woman, 
age 67) 
In contrast, one participant was enthusiastic with his life and had a plan for future. 
No, I don’t think about things that have passed. It will only “spoilt” our … we don’t 
have to think about the past, let the bygones be bygones. We are older now and we 
shouldn’t think about the past. We should think about tomorrow instead. (P030, Malay 
Divorcee Man, age 70) 
This suggests that older people are varied in their outlooks, often depending on individuals’ 
circumstances. For example, this participant (P030) was relatively healthy which had allowed him 
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to lead an active life, despite having limited financial resources. A more optimistic outlook on life is 
more apparent for some who do not suffer from complicated health problems.  
 
Interestingly, a few participants had also perceived themselves achieving a better life in old age as 
compared to their early years. They may have been more satisfied with their current life because of 
the welfare financial assistance which had made previously hard lives somewhat easier. For 
example, P018 (Malay woman) felt, “My life is better. I have milk, I have oat, because I have 
welfare money”. These participants were primarily Malay women who were either home owners or 
public renters. The access to housing resources had contributed to their independence of life and 
hence, the perception of better life in old age.  
From the beginning to the middle it has been difficult, and at the end, it is easier. Now, 
it is a little bit easier. It became easier in old age. Easier in term of the food and living 
place. (P014, Malay Widow, age 78) 
Despite achieving a better life in old age, they were no different from the majority who were 
worrying about their future life, with health and maintaining independence, being their main 
concerns. 
I don’t know, in future … That’s what I said, as long as I could walk I would stay here. 
If I couldn’t walk, I would go to the old folks home. Now, I could walk. If I couldn’t I 
will go to the homes. That’s it. That’s what I thought, because there is no one who could 
take care of me. (P018, Separated Malay Woman, age 67) 
The concern about health and care were probably linked to having no one to take care of them, 
especially among the men who had limited networks to provide care. Most participants did not have 
a solid plan for their care in the future, but a few reported considering residential cares when their 
health deteriorated. Those who had networks did not want to be a burden on the younger generation. 
Yes (have the thought), it would be better for me to go in there. I have a friend in there. 
(laugh). Don’t want to be a burden to the family. Although they, nephews and nieces, 
are working, I will say (I) don’t want to burden them. They have their own family as 
well. (P010, Chinese Single Man, age 71) 
I am too young to be in an old folks home. But it’s too old to be active in the job market 
… (laugh), you see. I don’t like to stay in the home at this age, because I can still move 
around, physically and mentally I am still okay. (P015, Chinese Single Man, age 66) 
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I don’t think I can ask my nephew or nieces to take care of me. They don’t like me 
already even though I could still walk around. It would be more difficult to take care of 
those who sick, isn’t it. It would be better for me to stay in the old homes. (P025, 
Malay Single Woman, age 67) 
There was no apparent difference among the older age group (i.e. 75 years old or above) and the 
younger age group (i.e. 60-74) in highlighting their concerns about future nursing care. However, 
the older participants were more likely to talk about death and were more prepared for that.  
Things might happen (death), but I am prepared for it, that is nothing to me. Suffering 
(health problem) is what I hate, as I am suffering now, no meaning at all. I am fed up. 
(P020, Chinese Divorcee Man, age 82) 
The notion of living in the moment did not stop them feeling anxious about their lives and future. 
Most felt pressure with the higher cost of living. For example, P011 felt the difficulty, “Now is 
because, there is less/no work. Then the cost of living is getting difficult”. Regardless of their ethnic 
group, some participants reported relying on god or being religious to ease their mind and deal with 
anxiety. Women were also more likely to report the importance of religion. For example: 
I just don’t feel good in the heart, always think about it. That’s why I go to the praying 
place. I go there and I sit there and … I am in this difficult situation. (P007, Indian 
Widow, age 75) 
On the whole, most participants accepted their lives in old age as they were. Living with limited 
resources for most of their lives was linked to their acceptance of being poor in old age. The 
acceptance turned to focusing on living in the moment and survival. Limitations in resources and in 
health in old age were important components in explaining participants’ anxiety with life 
particularly, their future and care.  
 
7.4 Summary of Chapter 
The chapter has presented participants’ needs in old age and how they managed to get their needs 
met. A range of current needs are identified, such as financial, housing, food, informational and 
emotional. The various needs arose due to participants’ limited accumulated resources and new 
needs that arose in old age. As a sampling requirement of this study, all participants were in contact 
with the welfare system but their relationships with networks of family and friends varied. These 
differences were attributed to the variation in network resources where some participants had more 
access and opportunities than others (Heather et al., 2009). The quality of the relationships with the 
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networks determines the access to support as part of managing needs. These advantages in 
managing needs favoured some as compared to others due to the advantages embedded in 
individuals’ social characteristics, such as gender, marital status and ethnic group. For example, 
women were more likely to have wider access to, and better relationships with, family network 
resources, while men tended to rely more on friends for assistance. This could also be related to 
their marital status where some women had been or currently were married, while most men (8/10) 
in this study were never-married. Nevertheless, for all participants, advantages in terms of social 
network resources could be developed or lost over time. Having a safety net from the state, such as 
welfare financial assistance, was crucial for participants to continue living in the community. 
 
To a certain extent, participants were the survivors or managers in their age cohorts under the 
current circumstances of limited resources. In relation to how needs were managed, the first theme 
was to “use existing resources”. The availability of accumulated financial and housing resources 
was an advantage for some. The theme also highlighted the importance of existing networks as 
sources of support such as the formal networks of government, as well as the informal networks of 
the family, friends, neighbours and communities in complementing available resources (i.e. 
financial and housing) to manage their needs. Social participation to widen networks of support is 
helpful for these participants who did not have support of children. This related to the second 
theme, “developing new resources”. 
 
Most participants sought to build new resources through reaching out to new formal and informal 
networks. They managed to develop new resources that provided them with a range of assistance. 
Depending on their needs, some approached the new networks for housing assistance and the 
others, for money, food and informational assistance. The theme has also illustrated the importance 
and the role of religious communities and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) as new network 
resources for managing needs. Most Malay participants were reportedly receiving Baitulmal from 
the Islamic Council, a structural advantage for a certain group of participants. Non-Malay 
participants, however, did not have these advantages, but rather they dependent on their own 
religious communities and non-governmental organisations for more assistance. Social networks 
were a key source of information about the resources participant had accessed. Most participants 
demonstrated agency and resilience in balancing resources, expectations and needs. 
 
The third theme “reducing expectations” explains participants’ control over their needs when 
financial and housing resources were not available. Participants, by expressing their agency, were 
capable of prioritising their needs and adjusting their expectations in line with limited resources. 
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This capability for most could be due to living with limited resources over their lifetime and 
therefore, were now able to manage the disparity between resources and needs. That is, participants 
acted within their means to continue living in the community when limited resources became the 
reality in their lives. This is also consistent with the notion that they were survivors, although most 
found life increasingly difficult in old age. The difficulties also highlighted the need to accept 
assistance from various sources of support (i.e. formal and informal networks) as another resource. 
 
This led to another important area of managing needs, the meaning of support to participants, which 
looked at the acceptability of assistance from various sources. Looking for and accepting assistance 
from social networks, especially the family networks, challenged their self-identity and dignity. 
Closely related to their self-esteem as a childless person, most perceived that nephews and nieces 
were not obliged to provide assistance. The social, cultural and policy expectations of assistance 
from the children related to the value of filial piety and reciprocity (Ong et al., 2009), which may 
not be strong enough to involve extended family, such as younger relatives. In this case, younger 
relatives may not be a direct substitute for the role of children in relation to assistance in old age. 
Moreover, their inability to reciprocate the assistance received also reduced their expectations from 
the family networks. However, for a few, reciprocity was the reason for accepting assistance from 
the family. In most cases, accepting assistance from their family networks, as well as friends, was 
necessary to managing their needs and it was less complicated if assistance was offered. In a few 
cases, participants had also reported being a provider rather than recipient of support. 
 
In general, participants were more willing to accept the assistance from the state/organisations as 
opposed to assistance from the family or friends. This finding may be related to the sampling 
framework in recruiting those who had contact with the welfare system that demonstrated their 
willingness and higher level of acceptability. But, it may also be the result of social changes over 
time where older people at this time have more assistance and opportunities from the state as 
compared to the older cohorts
34
 who did not have the same benefits. Consequently, there is a shift 
of responsibility from family to the state. As some participants highlighted, it was their right as 
older people to receive assistance from the state, and they could save face in front of their social 
network. It was apparent that these participants did not have a strong expectation from the family in 
relation to assistance in old age. This dependency on the state has further highlighted the 
importance of formal (i.e. state) assistance for this group of older people. 
 
                                                 
34
 The welfare financial assistance known as Senior Citizen Aid for older people began in the 1980s (Hamid & Chai, 
2013) and the National Policy for Elderly was introduced in 1995. 
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In relation to participants’ attitude towards life, all participants hoped to have sufficient resources 
and health to survive daily. The majority perceived that their lives would never change for the better 
in old age. For those who had more resources, they were comparatively able to better manage their 
needs. However, they too had concerns about their health, future care and independence. For most, 
they perceived that their future was uncertain despite expressed acceptance of their life situation. 
Some had also mentioned that they may end up in residential care in their old age, an undesired 
option. Resource in old age, such as money for health and nursing care, was important to allow 
older people to have more choices (i.e. not to be institutionalised) in their lives. In order to continue 
living in the community, staying healthy was as important as getting their basic needs met. 
 
This chapter has provided an understanding of how needs are managed in old age with limited 
financial, housing and social network resources. It adds to the previous chapter’s findings by 
highlighting the role of social network as resources (i.e. accumulated or new resources) in the 
participants’ life to manage their needs. It has also demonstrated actions taken by participants in 
light of their current situation in getting their needs met. Next, the final chapter of this thesis will 
present the discussion and conclusion of the study from the perspective of life course considering 
the role of the individual, family and the broader contexts. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
This study of childless older Malaysians who are poor was carried out in the capital of the country, 
Kuala Lumpur in 2014. The interest in childlessness among older people is relatively new in ageing 
research. It has gained more attention in western literature, but not much has been done in non-
western countries, particularly in Asia. Asia has relatively large family systems (i.e. size and 
structure). Childlessness is not common, and hence this group is less prominent. This qualitative 
study explores the life experiences of this smaller group of childless and poor older Malaysians who 
live in a social, historical, cultural and political context where family and adult children are 
expected to play a significant role in the provision of care and support. The findings have been 
presented in Chapter Five: Life trajectories to childlessness among poor older people; Chapter Six: 
Accumulation of resources for social support in old age; and Chapter Seven: Managing social 
support needs in old age. This final chapter concludes the study with discussion on the key issues 
around the experiences of childless and poor older people, and how they manage social support in 
old age. The implications for policy, research and practice will also be discussed along with 
recommendations for further research in the area. 
 
8.1 Key Findings 
This section discusses the key findings of the three research questions in relation to the literature. 
To restate, the research questions are as follows: 
 
In the Malaysian context: 
1) What are the transitions and trajectories in poor older people’s lives that they see are linked 
to them being childless in old age? 
2) How have opportunities and constraints over the life course affected the accumulation of 
resources to provide social support for older age? 
3) How do poor older people who are childless manage to get their current social support needs 
met, given the accumulated resources over the life course? 
 
8.1.1 Pathways to Childlessness in Old Age 
The Life Course Perspective helps to explain how poor older people came to be childless in old age, 
by situating individuals’ lives in their social, historical and cultural contexts. In the western 
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literature, for example, Hagestad and Call (2007) in their quantitative study noted that structural 
events, such as war and the Great Depression, influenced marriage formation and hence, 
childlessness. Participants in this study did not regard historical events, such as the British 
Occupation and the Japanese Occupation in the 1940s, as heavily influencing their path to marriage 
or childlessness. However, these events did negatively affect their economic conditions and hence, 
access to education, and this in turn affected their perceptions of the possibility of marriage. Most 
tended to link their childlessness to individual problems rather than to the macro context in the 
account of their lives.  
 
Poverty for a number of single men was linked to employment and economic instability, and 
delayed family formation. Financial concerns, including a poor occupational outlook, had affected 
the single men, while a lack of confidence in the permanency of marriage had influenced single 
women. This is partly in support with the findings of Keizer et al. (2008) in the Netherlands who 
found that career impacted men and women, albeit differently in family formation. However, in the 
current study, men, but not women, are more likely to be impacted in this regard by their work 
trajectories. In most cases, it was not one single decision to be childless, but rather a process of 
ongoing consideration of life opportunities which constrained the participants’ choices to the extent 
that they became older, single and ,for some, childless. This supports a number of previous studies 
that found childlessness is probably a delay in childbearing rather than a single decision not to have 
children (Rowland, 2007). This has also been pointed out by DeOllos and Kapinus (2002) where 
individuals did not manage to get married until it was too late. In these cases, timing evidently 
contributed to this non-transition. 
 
Participants’ pathways to childlessness were also influenced by their family of origin as their lives 
were linked. The impact of this relationship was associated with gender. The findings reveal that the 
pathways for women are more likely to be shaped by linked lives as opposed to the experiences of 
men. The traditional role of women in the provision of care to their older parents linked to delayed 
marriage illustrates the interdependence of individuals’ lives. This relationship consequently affects 
the timing of life transitions and trajectories in their lives. This links with the findings of Wenger et 
al. (2007) who pointed out the link between never-married women providing care for their older 
parents, and them not making the transition to marriage. In other cases, although not strongly 
apparent in the current study, a few men and women perceived that their childlessness was in part 
influenced by their negative perceptions towards family formation that are shaped by their 
experiences with the family of origin (e.g. child abuse). This supports the findings of a previous 
qualitative study by Allen and Wiles (2013) with 38 older childless people in New Zealand aged 
  171 
63–93, who found that childlessness for some was linked to negative childhood family experiences. 
In the case of the current study, these earlier negative family experiences have impacted on the 
participants’ perceptions of family and children.  
 
There was some evidence from the findings that for participants who had a partner, being infertile 
and/or poor linked to their childlessness. This is partly supporting Koropeckyj-Cox and Call (2007) 
who pointed out that there may be a relationship between infertility and poverty. The researchers 
reported that the lack of resources (i.e. being poor) inhibited the ability to seek health services due 
to infertility and may have lowered individuals’ chances to have children. In the current study, 
however, participants did not report such links. The findings also reveal that late marriage and the 
earlier dissolution of marriage, especially among the Malay women have contributed to their 
childlessness. This supports the findings of a previous study by Hagestad and Call (2007) on older 
Dutch and Americans that childlessness was more likely to be constrained by marriage trajectories 
and the biological clock, especially among women. On the other hand, childlessness could have 
been a result of losing contact with their adult children. The loss of contact had been experienced by 
a few participants from the current study. Although the reason for the loss was not clear, the data 
suggests it can be linked with family poverty and poor familial relationships. This is supported by 
Schröder-Butterfill and Kreager (2005) who reported that poor familial relationships may be 
associated with the lack of resources (e.g. financial) to strengthen it. 
 
Individual earlier life circumstances influence transitions, trajectories, and hence, later life 
outcomes. The findings of the study reveal that for some, poor health led to non-transition to 
marriage. This supports the result of a cross-national quantitative study by Koropeckyj-Cox and 
Call (2007) who found that poor health status is a push factor, resulting in non-marriage and 
childlessness. This experience raises a question on how much agency participants had in relation to 
their decision of not marrying and/or having children. A few participants in the current study also 
commented that they had considered the possibility of adoption earlier in their lives. The adoption 
did not happen; being poor was a major disadvantage in pursuing this option. This finding supports 
other studies in Asia and western countries which found that adoption is a form of substitution for 
childlessness, and economic position could influence its success rates (Hagestad & Call, 2007; 
Kreager & Schröder-Butterfill, 2007). In the current study, some had expressed regret for the road 
not taken, while most reasoned their childlessness by linking it to the opportunities and constraints 
that they faced earlier in life, and consequently the outcome of childlessness, was inevitable. 
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The findings in this study show that there was little stigma related to not having children for the 
formerly married and currently married participants in their retrospective account of their lives. In 
the literature, the stigmatisation is perceived as more severe for women than men. This selective 
trend is not strongly apparent in the current study. Both men and women experienced some negative 
perceptions in their younger years for not being married or for being childless in marriage. A low 
level of stigmatisation is reported across all ethnic groups — a surprising finding as generally in 
Malaysian culture, especially with Malays, marriage and having children is still a social norm 
(Azmawati, Mohd Hashim, & Endut, 2015). However, most participants in the current study 
perceived that not being married and/or childlessness was “normal” these days and at this age (i.e. 
old age), as compared to the past. This perception could be due to the fact they are aware they are 
old and have fewer, if any, chances of changing their position as a childless person. This partly 
supports the study in Indonesia among single women aged 30 or above by Situmorang (2007), who 
found that all her participants reported that stigmatisation for being single has reduced over time, 
but singleness is still perceived by society as problematic. 
 
On the whole, individuals are seen as able to create their own life path through choices and 
decisions (Keizer et al., 2008). However, in most cases in the current study, the choices were made 
in view of their constrained life circumstances in areas over which they had little control. Gender 
and marital status shaped and influenced participants’ pathways to childlessness as discussed above, 
while ethnic affiliations made little difference, perhaps because the major ethnic groups share 
similar social and cultural norms. Individual, family and structural conditions had together 
contributed to their pathways to childlessness. During the interviews, most participants had come to 
terms with their childlessness, but were living in a context where there was limited welfare 
provision with the primary sources of support being individual and the family. The next subsection 
will discuss the opportunities and constraints over the participants’ life course in accumulation of 
resources to provide social support for older age. 
 
8.1.2 Accumulation of Resources 
Resources become important as participants grow older without children to support their living in 
the community. For most participants, the lack of resources was a bigger problem than their 
childlessness. This subsection discusses participants’ accumulated resources over time, linked to the 
opportunities and constraints in their lives. Two main resources are prominent in the study, namely: 
financial and housing resources. The importance of social, historical, cultural and political contexts 
had been clearly demonstrated among participants in the accumulation of resources. Individual, 
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family and the structural contexts posed more disadvantages than advantages in their life course, 
and continued to influence their accumulated resources in their older age. 
 
Most participants in the study were not well educated. This is not unusual in that many older people 
in Malaysia are not well educated. The education system was not fully developed and there was a 
lack of uniformity during the participants’ education trajectories prior to, or early on after the 
country gained independence. Their education trajectories were also disrupted by historical events, 
such as the Japanese occupation and invasion that caused the lack of access to schools as a result of 
the chaos. As the country gained independence, education for some was also impeded by changes in 
education policy at that time, specifically around the languages used in primary and secondary 
education
35
. There were participants who were not able to adapt to the changes and opted out of 
school by choice. Education was also restricted for many, with fewer educational opportunities and 
poor economic conditions (Masud & Haron, 2008). Compulsory school attendance was only 
introduced in 2003 (Tie, 2011). Going to school was not a priority for most participants as many 
were from a poor family and their wages were needed. De Tray (1984) found that Malaysian data 
for 1976 showed education was associated with family resources and the availability of schools for 
children aged 12 – 18. Although a minority of participants managed to gain higher education, many 
participants did not complete their primary education and started working at a young age. As a 
result of low education and the subsequent limitation when it came to employment options, most 
had worked in the informal employment sector with low and unstable incomes. Hence, many have 
continued to live in poverty. 
 
Employment and retirement policies intersected with participants’ lives where these policies have 
facilitated and constrained the process of accumulation of resources. There is no proper regulation 
of wages or employment conditions for those involved in informal employment sectors. A small 
number of participants were provided with accommodation throughout their employment and 
received lower wages. As a result, these participants did not manage to accumulate sufficient 
financial and housing resources during their working years. The lack of retirement funds in the 
informal employment sectors resulted in negative cumulative effects on participants’ financial 
resources in old age. As noted by Crystal and Shea (1990), the retirement policy itself had created 
more inequality from earlier life as the impact was cumulative over time. This is in line with a 
previous study in Malaysia that highlighted the inadequacy of retirement funds could lead to the 
                                                 
35 
The languages used in primary and secondary schools varied and included English, Chinese, Tamil and Malay. This 
depended on which type of school they went to for primary education and the language used in secondary school may 
have differed than that of the one they used in primary school. The Malay language has become the main language of 
instruction for all national primary and secondary since 1970, occurring in stages. 
  174 
incidence of poverty in old age (Caraher, 2003). Moreover, individual circumstances, such as poor 
health and caring responsibility, have also resulted in a few participants’ inability to work and 
hence, interrupted the process of accumulation of resources. The need to continue working in old 
age is mostly shaped by participants’ need to earn enough to survive. There were some participants 
who were able to accumulate savings during their active employment, regardless of whether it was 
in the form of retirement funds, individual savings or assets (i.e. housing). A few participants lost 
their resources along their life course, for example during the economic crisis in the 1990s, while 
for others their resources lasted into older age. Those with affordable and stable housing resources, 
for example, were better off than those who did not have housing resources. 
 
Housing policy influenced participants’ ability to accumulate a public housing resource and hence, 
affected their housing arrangements over time. The effect of the public housing policy in 
“prioritising” family over individuals in obtaining a unit in public housing created a pool of single 
individuals in the community who had to struggle with the private rental market. Some single 
participants in the current study reported such experiences of being rejected for public housing 
when they were younger. The option of renting in the private market was less affordable and stable. 
The inability to secure housing resources in earlier life affected their later life. This is because the 
economic disadvantage tends to be exacerbated as individuals age, as suggested by Crystal and 
Shea (1990) who stated that, “the ability to buy rather than rent one's home has economic effects 
that are magnified over the years” (pp 442). The housing policy, however, had brought advantages 
to a number of participants with or had a partner to have affordable and stable housing in old age. 
Most of them were women who lived in public housing, while most single men
36
, however, lived in 
the private rental market or informally with their friends due to failure to accumulate housing 
resources. This is consistent with a study by Izuhara and Heywood (2003) in England on the 
interrelationship between the history of the housing policy and the housing arrangements of older 
people. There is evidence in the findings that this structural condition of the housing policy has 
enabled or restricted the process of accumulation of resources and hence, earlier life course 
advantages or disadvantages continue into older age. 
 
Contexts, such as time and place, influence the accumulation of housing resources. Older Malay 
participants had predominantly grown up in rural areas, the Chinese in urban settings, and the 
Indians in the rubber estates. Some participants from rural areas migrated to urban areas because of 
rapid modernisation and urbanisation, and for more employment opportunities. Some Malays had 
                                                 
36
 An important note to make here is that eight out of ten (8/10) men in the study were single or never-married; and all 
single men were Chinese. 
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advantages in that they had “back-up” resources, such as a village house and availability of family 
members in their villages. This was less likely to be reported among Chinese and Indians who 
migrated into the city. The lack of available resources such as housing and family members in their 
villages could be the reasons for staying back in the city. Malay participants in this study also had 
more advantages with regard to the welfare system in the country as the majority group. Some had 
an additional source of welfare assistance in terms of financial and housing (i.e. pay rental) 
assistance, known as Baitulmal from the Islamic Council as opposed to the non-Malays who did not 
have this access. Generally, participants also reported the accumulation of social network resources, 
such as with their religious communities and non-governmental organisations, besides their family 
and friends for assistance — the assistance from the wider community is usually in terms of non-
financial assistance. 
 
In summary, participants in this study experienced more disadvantages than advantages in 
accumulation of resources, and these were influenced by individual, family and structural factors. 
Despite the disadvantages over their life course, they were the “survivors” who reached old age 
living in the community with limited accumulated resources in terms of savings, and, for some, 
tenuous housing resources. Most participants, however, managed to accumulate social network 
resources that could assist under the circumstances of limited financial and housing resources. For 
others, they were more isolated with limited social network resources. In the next subsection, the 
discussion will continue on how they managed their social support needs in old age given the 
accumulated resources over their life course, with more attention on social networks as accumulated 
resources and sources of support. 
 
8.1.3 Managing Social Support Needs 
To reiterate, financial and housing resources were two important resources, crucial for participants 
in managing their needs in old age. The accumulated resources from earlier life may determine 
options to manage their needs in later life. Another important resource that influenced how needs 
were managed was social networks. These networks could be a long-term network, or accumulated 
and newly developed later in their life course. Individual agency, and the opportunities and 
constraints shaped by the policy related to the welfare of older people, play important roles in 
getting the needs met in old age. 
 
An expectation of support from the state could probably be linked to the development of welfare 
policy on older people, specifically since 1995 with the introduction of the National Policy for 
Older People. The timing of the introduction of this policy benefited the participants in this study. 
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The availability of such assistance has probably shaped a greater reliance on the formal network. 
For all participants, financial assistance was the most valuable form of support that they anticipated 
from the formal network. This is not surprising, given the sampling criteria and the recruitment 
process. Support from the formal network, particularly in relation to financial support, was highly 
acceptable. For those who did not have affordable and stable housing, being institutionalised was 
the last resort, but housing assistance from the state to continue living in the community was what 
they hoped for. This was similar across cultural groups. 
 
The concept of linked lives in the family network brings advantages as a source of support. More 
women than men were able to benefit from this resource given the different level of contacts with 
the family network. Some western and Asian studies among childless older women also showed 
that women were better in integrating with their social networks (Choi, 1994; Cwikel, Gramotnev, 
& Lee, 2006) and having better access to many forms of support from the family networks as 
compared to men (Ofstedal, Reidy, & Knodel, 2004). Although in most cases participants in the 
current study did not want to ask for assistance, they were unlikely to resist when assistance was 
offered by their family network. In some cases, there were also some reciprocal relationships 
accumulated earlier that allowed participants access to this resource. This is consistent with a 
previous qualitative study in New Zealand, which found that acceptability of assistance was related 
to the reciprocal relationship made earlier in the life course (Allen & Wiles, 2014). This could also 
be viewed as following “norms of reciprocity”, (Dykstra, 2009, p. 683) but such support could 
eventually be exhausted. There was evidence in the current study that participants developed later 
reciprocal relationships or were reluctant to accept assistance from the family network, because of 
their inability to reciprocate with their limited accumulated resources in old age. This highlights that 
need alone does not drive expectations of support.  
 
Reciprocity or exchange could be linked to participants’ self-perception of not being entitled to 
receive assistance from their family network, especially from the younger generations. The findings 
suggest that there was little or no substitution of nieces and nephews for children in terms of 
provision of support across cultures. This partly supports a study by Schröder-Butterfill and Kreager 
(2005) that highlighted the potential substitution of nieces and nephews in the role of children to 
provide support in old age. In their study, the potential substitution happened among childless 
individuals who were wealthier and thus could have assets to pass on. For participants who were 
poor in this study, the possibility to have nieces and nephews or other relatives to provide support 
was lower. Interestingly, the findings reveal that participants were able to develop new networks to 
get their emotional and instrumental needs met from non-family members such as younger friends. 
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This supports a previous study by Wenger (2001a) who found that participants developed new 
relationships with younger people and these younger people became their source of support in old 
age. In the current study, in some cases, this relationship involved reciprocity, such as the 
participants helping with cooking and child care. 
 
The findings reveal that participants’ relationships with their family members varied. Ever-married 
participants had better relationships with their family as compared to never-married participants. 
Arguably this gap reflects some of the reason for their childlessness — long-term poor familial 
relationships. Consequently, the single childless older people tended to rely on newly developed 
networks around friends and the wider community to cater for their needs. This is in line with some 
previous western studies that reported single and childless older people could possibly adapt better 
in old age due to living lifelong independent lives and having the skills to manage their lives in old 
age, as compared to their counterparts (i.e. those who had previously or currently married) who 
tended to rely on their partners (Dykstra, 1995; Dykstra & Hagestad, 2007a; Johnson & Catalano, 
1981). In contrast with these previous studies, however, there were initial struggles for some 
widows and divorcees in the current study when they lost their partners earlier in their lives, but this 
loss had encouraged the development of agency, for example in developing new networks. This 
suggests that participants who lost a partner or had a partner were not necessarily worse off than 
never-married counterparts, as they were able to re-construct their lives over time. In fact, they were 
better than never-married with a longer history of managing alone, as they were able to manage 
their needs in old age. This advantage was strongly related, however, to having accumulated 
housing resources earlier in their lives as discussed in the earlier subsection. 
 
“Place” played an important role in managing needs in old age. Staying in a neighborhood for a 
substantial period of time provides better access to community networks for assistance and support. 
The findings of the current study also reveal that some participants chose to stay in the city despite 
the possibility of moving to a village house because of the community services and facilities the city 
offers. This is consistent with the findings of Koropeckyj-Cox and Call (2007) in their cross-
national study, who found that living in the city brought about some advantages in term of greater 
accessibility to general services and facilities. The participants in the current study also tapped into 
wider community resources, such as religious communities, organisations and charity bodies to 
ensure their survival living in the community. Although the majority of the participants were still 
able to manage their lives living in the community with a range of assistance from formal and 
informal networks, their biggest concern was on the need for care in old age. This was because they 
did not anticipate the assistance in this area could be sourced from their existing informal networks, 
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such as family and friends. Some saw the options as looking after themselves; while others reported 
having no choice, but to be institutionalised in older age when their health deteriorated. This 
supports the previous findings in western literature by Dykstra and Keizer (2009) who found that 
those without children were vulnerable for care “by strangers” in old age because they did not have 
network members who were able to provide regular care assistance, and therefore, they tended to 
rely more on formal services in later life. This reflects the subsequent possible need to be 
institutionalised, a life transition not of choice. 
 
The findings also show that participants lived within their means and were willing to suppress their 
needs to align with their resources. This is in line with some previous studies that highlighted the 
individual’s role in adjusting their expectations, their needs, and hence their expenses in view of 
their lower income or savings in old age (Masud et al., 2006; Stoller & Stoller, 2003), and a lack of 
informal carers for personal care needs. This action reflected a sense of acceptance of their lives. 
Moreover, most participants believed that their lives were fated and this may have been guided by 
their belief from strong cultural and religious perspectives. Across a mixture of gender, marital 
status and ethnicity, most hoped to have sufficient resources to last their days and focused on living 
in the moment. This is consistent with findings from a mixed method study by Gabriel and Bowling 
(2004), who found that there was an approach of “acceptance (of life in old age) and making the 
best of what they have” (p. 683) in the account of their participants in studying the quality of life 
among older people in Britain. Most participants in the current study accepted their life situation, 
but feel anxious about their future. They had led difficult lives and did not expect old age to be any 
better. 
 
In summary, this group of older people has come into old age without children and limited 
accumulated resources. Earlier life circumstances have evidently affected how their social support 
needs are managed. They are the “survivors and managers” who have sufficiently managed their 
social support needs in old age to continue living in the community. The availability of the welfare 
system, wider community and organisations are crucial to this group. Within the structural 
opportunities and constraints, individual factors and the role of social networks (e.g. family and 
friends) have made it possible for participants to manage their needs in old age, despite the current 
struggles. There were worries concerning health and personal care in the future, but participants 
concentrated on meeting their needs on a day-to-day basis. 
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8.2 Implications for Policy and Service Systems 
This section presents the implications of the study in two parts: the first is for policy; and the 
second is for service delivery. It is useful from a Life Course Perspective, to look at past and present 
contexts where participants lived, to reflect to some extent the effects they had in shaping 
participants’ lives. The first part discusses how access to affordable education, pension schemes and 
housing policies has contributed to their advantaged/disadvantaged position in old age. The second 
part will look at some implications to inform the service systems to assist this group of older people 
in the population. 
 
Accessibility to education was problematic for many participants. This situation is unlikely to apply 
to current younger cohorts due to the subsequent development in education to ensure accessibility, 
but for this cohort of older people, having little education or being poorly educated had affected 
their employment pathways and ability to accumulate resources. It was apparent in the study that 
participants were aware of the impact of their low education attainment and highlighted the 
importance of education in shaping their employment opportunities and the types of employment 
they were engaged in. There is a need to ensure education is continuously accessible to all, for it is 
able to create more options in relation to employment trajectories, regardless of whether individuals 
are in formal or informal employment sectors. Involvement in the informal employment sectors is 
perceived as the only option for most who are less educated, and therefore, a history of receiving 
relatively unstable and low incomes throughout their working years. 
 
The social security and protection system in Malaysia in the past was limited in coverage, and was 
strongly linked to employment and contribution to retirement funds. Although some participants 
had some retirement funds in old age, they were not sufficient to last their lifetime. A number of 
previous studies in Malaysia (e.g. Caraher, 2003; Hamid & Chai, 2013; Ong, 2001) had also 
discussed the inadequacy of social protection in old age. Several recent initiatives have been 
implemented, for example, the recent increase in retirement age from 58 to 60 years old, which 
could mean a larger contribution to retirement funds. This reflects the issues of policy seeking to 
catch up with greater longevity in the older population, but is too late for the current cohorts of 
older people. In another initiative, the Private Retirement Scheme was introduced in 2012 to allow 
and encourage informal sector workers to have retirement funds. Subsequently, in the recent 11
th
 
Malaysian Plan (2016 – 2020), the government continued to encourage the participation of such 
voluntary savings and retirement scheme — the group of older people in this study, however, was 
not able to benefit from these changes. There is a policy lag here that leaves some groups of older 
people vulnerable, particularly for older people who are poor and hence, find it difficult to save. 
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Most participants could not afford to purchase a house due to their poor employment history, while 
for others, the link was clearer when they failed to accumulate housing resources due to early 
employment that provided accommodation together with low income. There are various continuous 
efforts from the government to ensure housing for all income groups, such as the low-cost housing 
program. Some participants had clearly been able to take advantage of this, such as those living in 
public housing. But a few, on the other hand, had reported being disadvantaged by their marital 
status, family size and number of dependents in getting a unit in low-cost housing. For these 
individuals, who continue living with unaffordable and unstable housing, their vulnerability could 
lead to old age homelessness or living on the street, and perhaps the risk of institutionalisation when 
they could no longer afford housing. Housing for this group of older people who are relatively 
healthy and independent is pressing, as it is the government’s effort to encourage older people to 
continue living independently in the community with reasonable housing arrangements. Assistance 
with rent in the private sector and the expansion of public housing to target single older people are 
policy options that would assist this group.  
 
The roles of family/children as providers for older people have always been emphasised in the 
Malaysian social, cultural and policy contexts. The implications of the study in this context are two-
fold. Firstly, some participants did take responsibility for providing care to their older parents; 
consequently they were not able to focus on the life transitions to marriage and employment. In 
return, they had trouble looking after themselves in old age without family/children and the lack of 
financial resources. This raises the question of how do they manage in old age. Secondly, the 
findings of the study reveal an erosion of the traditional family support system, along with complex 
family relationships due to divorce and remarriage that disrupts family ties. Childlessness for some 
participants had been the result of the loss of contact with their children. This is supported by a 
report that there was a group of older people who were mostly poor, who had been abandoned by 
their family/children in old age in the Kuala Lumpur (Lim & Yuen, 2012). It is clear from the 
findings of the current study that upholding family values is not a straightforward case as might 
have been expected. It is surprising that the family for this group was not seen to be the most 
important source of support in contrast to policy that identifies family as the primary source of 
social support, rather than state responsibility for care and assistance. Childlessness in old age may 
have greater implications for the demand of formal services, at least from the perspective of welfare 
financial provision for those who are poor.  
 
At present, as the country is rapidly modernising, the cost and standard of living is also escalating. 
This economic circumstance has put a lot of pressure on this group of older people with limited 
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resources in old age to manage their needs. Besides their worries about the need for personal care 
when health deteriorates, the adequacy of financial resources is of most concern. In order to assist 
them living in the community longer, and “to assist them to continue to be self-reliant”37 (Hamid & 
Yahaya, 2008), the continuity of the current programs and services, and the sensitivity to the impact 
of overall development of the nation on the older population, are essential. The sufficiency and 
sustainability of the assistance has been discussed, and as previous researchers suggested, it is 
important to continue with financial assistance, and also to complement it with other non-financial 
assistance and increase the role of the community (Hamid & Chai, 2013) in contributing to the 
welfare of older people. The current study, however, reveals that for those who were aware of some 
non-financial services, financial assistance remained their main concern. This perception has to be 
cautiously interpreted as these participants were with reasonable health and had access to welfare 
financial assistance. 
 
Non-governmental organisations, such as religious communities and charity bodies, played vital 
roles in providing assistance to this group of older people. The findings point to some level of 
agency in approaching these communities, as part of their initiative in managing needs. Not having 
family/children of their own for support means there is an emerging need to depend on the wider 
community for support. Most, but not all, participants had had access to community organisations. 
This suggests that the availability, accessibility and awareness of such support from the community 
are important, especially for those who are at the edge of living in isolation and vulnerability. 
 
Social and welfare officers have a role in connecting participants with formal programs and 
services. In most cases, participants had limited knowledge and were unaware of the program and 
services, such as activities in day care centres or Home Help services that are available. For 
example, the government intends to expand the care centres and Home Help services under the 11
th
 
Malaysian Plan, Strategy B5: Enhancing the living environment for the elderly. The officers could 
provide older people with more information and could establish the link between these services and 
those who are in need. In addition, Malay language competency has become a major setback among 
the less educated, particularly among the non-Malays to access formal programs and services. 
Proper dissemination of information to those who could not read may be useful for overall service 
delivery to reach the needy group. This emphasises the importance of understanding diversity 
among the older population in the country to ensure better outreach and success in implementation 
of programs and services. For example, a few participants reported being included in the financial 
                                                 
37
 As one of the principle objectives in the National Policy for Older People in Malaysia. 
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assistance scheme because of the campaign run by the welfare department to locate older people 
who live in homelessness and poverty. 
 
8.3 Recommendations 
The findings of the study strongly suggest that childless older people who are poor are very likely to 
require assistance to meet their needs in old age. The following are some recommendations from the 
study for the policy and service systems to address some of the issues facing this group of older 
people. 
 
The findings depict the importance of earlier life course opportunities and constraints in shaping 
individuals’ lives in old age. For example, on how not having adequate and sufficient retirement 
funds as financial resources and/or not having affordable and stable housing resources, impacted 
one’s later life. Although in recent years there was an introduction of new strategies and programs 
to ensure sufficient resources to provide for old age (e.g. Hamid & Chai, 2013), policymakers 
should look into those in detail and monitor the implementations closely, as that could potentially 
shape the lives of younger generations. In other words, there is a need to continuously look into the 
impact of retirement policies to avoid a new generation of older people falling into the same 
situation of having insufficient old age income, particularly among those working in the informal 
employment sectors. 
 
Access to affordable and stable housing in old age is crucial. The concern about housing should not 
only be on facilities and infrastructures for the growing number of older people as highlighted in the 
Malaysian Plan, but also the availability and accessibility of affordable and stable housing for older 
people with limited resources. In addition, the current emphasis of public housing for families may 
continue to be problematic for single individuals who grow older without access to public housing. 
A suitable type of housing to cater for the need of older people with limited resources and the lack 
of family may ease their burden in old age. Alternatively, public housing with shared facilities that 
also offers individual’s privacy with a personal room at low rental rate could be considered for 
those who live alone and/or at the edge of becoming homeless. With this type of housing, their 
basic housing need could potentially be taken care of at the minimum. Consequently, they may also 
have more resources (financial) to be self-reliant and to stay longer in the community, which is in 
line with one of the objective of the National Policy for Older People. 
 
Childless and poor older people who lack both family (i.e. children) and resources (i.e. poor) should 
be considered, while also improving the coverage of assistance and services to the general older 
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population to ensure no one is left behind as the country advances economically. The role of non-
governmental organisations, such as charity bodies and religious communities, should also continue 
to be encouraged and supported to provide assistance to those who are in need, including the 
childless and poor older people which is often not the specific target group. The recognition of 
childless and poor older people as a target group for assistance however, has to be done more 
cautiously, so as the role of the family in the provision of support and assistance for older people is 
not jeopardized. Some services are available to the older population in the country, however, not all 
older people are aware or could have access to the information. Information on services should be 
disseminated more systematically through service providers or social workers/officers in different 
languages and formats to reach older people who are less educated and unaware of the assistance 
and services that are available. 
 
8.4 Contribution to Knowledge 
There is an emerging literature on childlessness in old age, but it is still relatively undeveloped. This 
group of older people is vulnerable in terms of support, particularly in a society with limited welfare 
provision, and greater reliance on the individual, family and the community. The current study 
aimed to provide an understanding of how childless and poor older people manage their needs in 
later life in the Malaysian context. This understanding is useful in order to look for potential new 
assistance and improvement of existing services. 
 
The findings in this study contribute to the Life Course literature. The perspective and concepts of 
Life Course were used to explain participants’ life circumstances; from their pathways to 
childlessness, to accumulation of resources throughout their lives, and the management of their 
needs in old age. The Table 10 below summarises the key findings and its relation to the Life 
Course Perspective. To highlight the main life trajectory and transition in each stage of life, life 
course is divided into three main stages consists of young age, adult life and older age. 
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Table 10: Key Findings and the Life Course Perspective 
 
 
 
 
Life Course Thesis findings Life Course disruptions and 
facilitators of transitions
Young Age
Normative transition: education, 
leaving family of origin
Social, economic, cultural and 
policy factors frame 
expectations, opportunities and 
resources for family of origin 
and are passed on to individuals.
Key advantages/
disadvantages taken into life 
course are access to education 
and family relationships, and 
economic resources.
Variability in resources taken 
into adult life.
Historical time and place( war, 
cultural and family expectation, 
policy).
Historical time, family poverty 
and caring responsibilities 
disrupt access to education. 
Closing down of many options.
Adult Life
Normative transition: marriage 
and have children, employment, 
housing.
Involved in stable relationship 
and/or marriage was the basis of 
having children. A major 
trajectory that never married did 
not experience.
Type of employment affected the 
ability to accumulate resources. 
Stable and affordable housing is 
resource that is not accessible to 
all. It tended to intersect with 
other trajectories such as 
employment and marriage.
A range of pathways to 
childlessness. Opportunity and 
willingness to marry, and/or have 
children arise from economic 
resources, caregiving
responsibility and individual 
health and choices. 
Formal employment sector 
provides opportunity to 
accumulate further resources 
such as housing, stable income, 
retirement pensions.
Access to affordable housing, 
stable income and social 
networks are advantageous to the 
childless as resources.
Structural and individual 
impediments to having children. 
Poverty, health and relationships 
are key. Agency also plays a 
role.
Access to education determines 
whether enter formal or informal 
employment sector. 
Poverty as a result of earlier 
disadvantage and limited policy 
intervention continue to be a 
central theme for most.
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Table 10: Key Findings and the Life Course Perspective (Continued) 
 
Figure 7 below conceptualises the relationships between key Life Course concepts for this 
population. It is an attempt to provide a clearer picture of the relationships between key concepts 
drawn in Figure 4 in Chapter 3. The concepts often intersect with one another, and together they 
explain an individual life course and in this case, in understanding participants’ pathways to 
childlessness and their experiences as childless and poor older people. These participants shared a 
similar historical, social and policy context, but these contexts had affected them differently in 
terms of impacting on the opportunities for education, employment, relationships, and availability 
of resources. Participants had also experienced different set of timing/sequences in their lives (i.e. 
Life Course Thesis findings Life Course disruptions and 
facilitators of transitions
Older Age
Normative transition; Retirement, 
enter old age without children.
Strong theme of life long poverty 
and accumulated disadvantage.
Disadvantage related to 
education, employment, housing 
and retirement income policy are 
taken into older age. Reinforces 
importance of historical time and 
place; earlier policy 
disadvantages.
Surviving by managing needs, 
with a lack of resources.
Agency and skills developed over 
life course influence how this 
stage is managed.
Variability in resources in older 
age related to cumulative effects.
Cumulative disadvantages were 
more than advantages. 
Accumulated disadvantage in 
housing affordability, access 
pension income, ability to save 
over life course, resources 
provided by family of origin and 
ability to maintain or develop 
social networks.
Policies that are in place affected 
the availability of assistance, and 
the accessibility of support.
Family of origin and other social 
networks together with individual 
agency influence managing needs 
in older age.
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move in/out of major life transitions), and had differences in the nature and quality of the 
relationships within the networks of family and friends (i.e. linked lives). 
Figure 7: New Conceptual Model 
 
 
 
Earlier life affected by historical time and place, timing and linked lives, created the cumulative 
effects in terms of a set of advantages and disadvantages in the life of these participants that would 
continuously affect their later life. This is represented by the cumulative advantages and 
disadvantages concept in the figure. This model of cumulative effect therefore, is the key that linked 
and led individuals in this study to pathways to childlessness and poverty in old age. No claim 
could be made from this study however, to suggest those who were in the same circumstances 
would end up being childless and/or poor in old age. In fact, there is variability in the effects that 
led to them being in this position in old age. For example, some were more affected by their 
employment and/or financial status and hence, not making transition to marriage and/or have 
children, than the others. In another instance, poor education in younger age was linked to poor 
employability in adulthood. 
Historical 
time and 
place
Variability in 
pathways and 
resources
Pathways to 
childlessness
Limited 
accumulated 
resources
Human 
agency
Timing  in 
lives
Linked lives
Cumulative 
advantages and 
disadvantages
Managing needs in old 
age as childless and 
poor
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The findings of the study also supported the idea that individuals could express their agency at any 
stage of their lives, but their ability to do so could have been limited by the opportunities (i.e. 
cumulative effects) that are available at that time (as depicted in Figure 7). However, as they had 
made a transition into old age being childless and poor, individual agency plays an important role as 
in how they managed to get their needs met given the limitation of their resources in old age. All 
participants are survivors who manage to stay in the community with limited resources to meet their 
needs, at the time of interviews.  
 
The current study also contributes to the use of the qualitative approach in life course research, 
which is emerging (Locke & Lloyd-Sherlock, 2011). The qualitative approach highlights the 
expression of individual agency more clearly, unlike the quantitative approach which tends to 
ignore the role of individuals in shaping and constructing their life course. The value of the 
qualitative approach could be seen from the current study, where for example it captures 
participants’ expectations and acceptability of assistance from the networks, which is valuable as it 
has direct influence on the way they manage their needs. 
  
It is useful to involve a range of participants from diverse social and cultural backgrounds, such as 
from the perspective of gender, across different marital groups and ethnic groups. This different 
perspective is crucial in the social, cultural and policy contexts with stronger familial relationships 
and values that lead to potential informal support. It also provides insight into the role family plays 
for this group of older people and may illuminate future comparative studies within the Asian 
context, as well as with western countries. There is also some attention given to men on 
childlessness, which is often neglected in research in this area (Dykstra, 2009). The attention may 
continue to highlight the importance to also explore childlessness among men. 
 
8.5 Suggestions for Further Research 
There are advantages in using the qualitative approach to understand the life experiences of 
childless and poor older Malaysians, as discussed earlier. The combination of the qualitative 
approach and the Life Course Perspective allows researchers to see an overall picture of the 
interplay between broader contexts, cumulative processes and individual agency. The topic on 
childlessness in old age is limited in Asian countries and/or developing countries. This study 
explored this group of the older population in the Malaysian context where little is known. The 
availability of survey data is a limitation. The findings of this qualitative study may serve as a 
guiding framework to administer a larger study involving quantitative survey data as it would 
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provide insight into potential survey questions. This may be an important direction for future 
research on childlessness in old age and their social support. 
 
The qualitative approach can be combined with the quantitative approach to provide better insight 
into childlessness in old age. For instance, surveys need to be able to identify more clearly the 
profiles and needs of this group. Both approaches could complement each other to better understand 
the issue. For example, Cooke and Gazso (2009) have argued for an integrated analysis of cross-
sectional quantitative and qualitative approaches to examine the receipt of social assistance among 
Canadian single mothers using the Life Course Perspective. Future research may use both the 
quantitative and qualitative approaches using the Life Course Perspective in understanding 
childlessness in old age. This method should aim to provide more comprehensive understanding of 
the life experiences of this sector of the older population.   
 
Longitudinal data is often preferable over cross-sectional data in research using the Life Course 
Perspective for the importance of the link between the earlier life course to later life (Dannefer & 
Settersten, 2010). It is also important to note that the situations and experiences of the current older 
cohort under study are unique to their population, and the circumstances of future generations are 
highly likely to be different (Kwok & Ku, 2016). Future research across generations may be of 
interest to examine the change of life course among different population cohorts. Moreover, the 
sequences and durations of each transition can also be examined for its influences on individuals’ 
life course (e.g. duration of widowhood) using longitudinal data. In this sense, the use of 
longitudinal design may be useful in the future to explore the connections of earlier life to 
childlessness in old age; and across generations. 
 
Another important area that can be explored is the inclusion of older people who are childless in 
residential care. Their life course could be different from those who are living in the community. 
Most importantly, moving into residential care could be one of the life transitions that the current 
childless older people in the community face later in their lives. What happens before their 
transition into residential care would be of interest to research on policy. It would also be interesting 
to include childless older people in rural areas as they would probably have different support 
systems from those in urban areas, with probably closer family networks in rural settings. 
 
8.6 Conclusion 
This study explored the experience of older people who were childless and poor in Malaysia. This 
group of older people had worked hard all their lives in insecure and low-paid employment, and 
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were left in the current situation with limited resources to address social support needs in old age. 
The findings show that research in western countries on older childless people does not necessarily 
apply in this context and that such research has to be interrogated for its relevance to rapidly 
developing and modernising Asian countries. These older people have particular challenges in 
getting their social support needs met in the Malaysian context that emphasises support from 
families.  
 
The Life Course Perspective provides a very useful lens to understand the interaction of micro and 
macro influences over time, and their cumulative effects on individuals’ lives. By adopting this 
perspective, the study has identified the role of individual, family, historical and policy factors, in 
shaping individual life, and the consequences for managing social support needs in old age. Earlier 
disadvantages in education, employment and family relationships and poverty are carried forward 
into older age. These findings are potentially useful for guiding policy developments to avoid the 
creation of a new generation of older people with similar disadvantages. Access to affordable 
housing and income support are crucial for this vulnerable group to remain living in the community 
and/or to avoid homelessness or premature admission to aged care homes. 
 
There is a gap in current policy in that it has not caught up with increased longevity and needs of 
older Malaysians who are poor and living longer. The introduction of voluntary retirement income 
support for workers other than that from the formal employment sectors is a relatively recent 
initiative. This initiative would not provide sufficient support for the current group of older people 
who are childless and poor, and who primarily were involved in informal employment sectors 
across the life course. They struggle to live comfortably with limited resources, including the 
recently increased, but still limited assistance, from the state. That family support is not necessarily 
the most acceptable form of support for this group despite the policy and cultural contexts, is a very 
interesting finding for policy and practice. These older people are “survivors and managers” who 
demonstrate a range of skills in getting their social support needs met, although for most it was a 
fragile balance. The study has provided insight into how this group manages in a densely populated 
city. It also seeks to draw attention to how greater support from the state and formal networks 
across the life course can address cumulated disadvantage in old age. This will assist to fulfil the 
Malaysian policy initiatives that emphasise well-being, self-worth and dignity in older age.  
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Managing Social Support for Childless Older Malaysians Who are Poor 
 
Researcher:  Ms Yin Mei NG 
Contact Details:  
 
Ms Yin Mei NG 
PhD Candidate 
School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work 
University of Queensland, Australia 
Phone: +61 4 22 282172 (Aus) +6016 206 1867 (Mal) 
Email: yinmei.ng@uqconnect.edu.au 
 
Research Advisors: 
 
Associate Professor Cheryl Tilse 
Principle Advisor 
Telephone: +61 7 3365 3341 
Email: c.tilse@uq.edu.au 
 
Professor Jill Wilson 
Associate Advisor 
Telephone: +61 7 3365 1254 
Email: wilsonj@uq.edu.au 
 
Dear Sir/Madam, 
This is an invitation to participate in a research study that seeks to understand the social support 
experiences of poor older Malaysians without children. This study is conducted by Ms Yin Mei NG, 
PhD student in School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work from University Of Queensland.  
She is being supervised by both Associate Professor Cheryl Tilse and Professor Jill Wilson.  
 
Purpose of the Research 
The purpose of the project is to understand the experiences of social support (includes financial, 
instrumental (e.g. help with task), emotional and informational support) of poor older people who 
do not have children to help them in old age. This study will also explore the impact of your 
previous events in your lives at this point of time and how you manage to get your needs met. This 
research could potentially be used to raise the issues you face as you age and to inform the service 
system and policy development in the future to serve the diversity of older people in Malaysia. 
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Study Procedures 
If you agree to take part in this study, you will be asked to contact the researcher and fix a time and 
venue that suits you to have the interview with the researcher. With your permission, the interview 
will be audio taped and notes will be taken for analysis purposes and will not be used for 
identification.  
 
The interview will take approximately 90 minutes. During the interview, you will be asked to share 
your life stories about being who you are at this point in your life and share your experience in 
relation to social support in old age.  
 
In any case, if a follow-up interview is required, the purpose of the follow-up interview will be 
made clear to you. In this event, your permission and consent will be sought at the end of the first 
interview and the researcher will come back to you at the agreed time and venue. 
 
Confidentiality  
Your participation will not be known to the recruitment agency (i.e. Department of Social Welfare). 
The role of the agency ended upon telling you about this research and they will have no idea about 
who is going to eventually participate in this research. 
 
Information collected for this study will be kept confidential. Only the researcher will have access 
to the confidential information being collected. Any information that might identify you will be 
changed or by using pseudonyms or codes to protect your anonymity. Notes taken during the 
fieldwork will not be identifiable, as codes will also be used. Transcription, translation and analysis 
processes will be done using these pseudonyms and codes.  
 
All digital information will be kept in the researcher’s computer and electronic devices which are 
password protected and will only be accessible to the researcher. All printed information will be 
filed in a storage locker in the researcher’s office, located in the School of Nursing, Midwifery and 
Social Work at the University of Queensland, St Lucia Campus. No oral or written reports could be 
used to link you to the study including any publication from this study.   
 
Possible risks, inconveniences and discomforts 
You are aware of the purpose of the interview and know what the interview is about; I foresee 
minimal risk for you. Your involvement in the study is voluntary and you may withdraw your 
participation from the study at any time and withdraw any data that you have provided to that point. 
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You will not be disadvantaged in any way by your refusal to participate or withdrawal from the 
project. If you decide to stop taking part in this research, you should tell the researcher. 
 
At any point if you are distressed either during or after the interview, you can contact the 
researcher. The researcher will provide you with referral services appropriate to your support needs. 
You may also want to talk to the people you usually meet when you have difficulties (e.g. friends 
and social workers). In any case, the researcher will ask for your consent before referring a 
counsellor or any help to attend to your needs. 
Your Rights 
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your questions will be answered clearly and to 
your satisfaction. By signing and participating in the study, you do not waive any of your legal 
rights to revoke your consent and withdraw from the study at any time. You have the right to decide 
whether you wish to be interviewed in English, Malay or Cantonese. 
 
Compensation 
You will receive RM30 Cash in return for agreeing to participate upon the completion of Participant 
Consent Form. Upon the completion of the interview, you will receive another RM30 Cash in 
recognition for your time and effort. 
 
Feedback of the Research 
You will be given the contact details of the researchers so that you can reach the researcher for 
feedback or further queries about the study. You will also be asked to discuss any concerns or issues 
after each interview. If you would like to have a summary of the research findings, you can provide 
the researcher with your contact information so that a summary in your preferred language will be 
sent to you upon the completion of the analysis. Your information will only be accessed by the 
researcher alone and will be kept in the project contact list file which is password protected.  
  
Some information about the researcher  
The researcher is a Malaysian doing her PhD study in Australia. She was born and raised in Kuala 
Lumpur, Malaysia. She has had her primary and secondary education in the government school in 
Kuala Lumpur. She has also obtained her Bachelor degree and Master degree in University of 
Malaya, Malaysia in year 2008 and 2011 respectively. At present, she is pursuing her PhD study in 
the School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work in The University of Queensland, Australia, 
under the scholarship from the University of Malaya and Ministry of Higher Education Malaysia. 
She is interested in ageing in Malaysia and hence, her PhD topic is about the social support of older 
  211 
people who have no children and are poor in Malaysia. After the completion of her PhD study, she 
is expected to be an academic staff member in the University of Malaya. 
 
Ethics Review and Contact information 
This study has been cleared by the human research ethics committee at The University of 
Queensland, Australia. You are free to contact the researcher, Yin Mei NG on +61 4 2228 2172 
(Australia contact) or +6016 206 1867 (Malaysia contact) or her supervisors (contact as above) to 
discuss any concerns.   
 
This study adheres to the Guidelines of the ethical review process of The University of Queensland 
and the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. Whilst you are free to discuss 
your participation in this study with the researcher, if you would like to speak to an officer of the 
University not involved in the study, you may contact the Ethics Coordinator on +617 3365 3924. 
Thank you for your interest in this study.  
 
Yin Mei NG 
PhD Student 
School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work 
The University of Queensland, Australia 
 
 (This is the English version. This document is also available in Malay and Chinese) 
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Appendix B: Participant Consent Form (with UQ letterhead) 
PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
Project:  Managing Social Support for Childless Older Malaysians Who are Poor 
Researcher: Ms Yin Mei NG  
  PhD Student 
  School of Nursing, Midwifery and Social Work 
  University of Queensland 
  +61 4 2228 2172 (Australia Mobile) 
  +6016 206 1867 (Malaysia Mobile)  
  yinmei.ng@uqconnect.edu.au (email address) 
 
 
I have read the participant information sheet and I, _______________________ hereby agree to be 
interviewed as part of the research project.  
 
I understand what is required of me and have been given clear information, both written and verbal 
about the study. I am aware that I may ask any further questions about the research study at any 
time.    
 
I understand that my participation is voluntary. I may refuse to answer any question and I remain 
free to withdraw from the study at any time without explanation. If I do withdraw from the research, 
the information I have given will also be withdrawn if I request it. 
 
I acknowledged that my participation in the study may not be of direct benefit to me. I understand 
what to do if I need to seek help and if any issues arise. 
 
I am aware and will allow the interview in which I participate to be audiotape recorded and 
transcribed; and that I can ask for the audio tape to be turned off at any point of the interview. The 
only people who will have access to the transcribed interview are the researcher’s advisory team 
and translators. They will only see transcriptions or materials that have had my name and details 
removed. 
 
I understand that all information from interviews will remain confidential to the researcher and that 
all information will be securely stored with all identifying information removed and stored under 
locked passwords. In any event of publication, I understand that this information will not bear my 
name or other identifiers and that due care will be taken to preserve the confidentiality of this 
information. 
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I have read and understand the above                   Or; 
It has been explained and I understand  
 
Participant’s signature:  ................................ 
Witness’s Name:  ……………………………...     Witness’s signature ……………………………..  
Date: .................................    
 A Signed copy each for both the participant and researcher to keep. 
(This is the English version. This document is also available in Malay and Chinese) 
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Appendix C: Interview Guide 
INTERVIEW TOPIC GUIDE 
1) Introduction 
- Introduce myself and the purpose of the study 
- Explain the interview process, participants’ rights and the use of tools such as audio-
recording and written notes. 
- Seek consent and recognise their contribution 
- Details about the interview to be completed: 
i) Date :  
ii) Time Start :                               Time End : 
iii) Venue : 
iv) Participant’s pseudonym/code : 
 
2) Demographic Background of Participant 
Fill out the Background Questionnaire (i.e. Refer to form BQ) 
- Researcher to observe 
i) Gender 
ii) Ethnic group 
(Clarify when necessary) 
- Researcher to ask 
i) Age 
ii) Marital Status 
iii) Educational Level 
iv) Household Head 
v) Housing 
vi) Living Arrangement 
- Additionally, asking how they support themselves financially now (e.g. some allowance 
from religious community, some paid work, etc.).  
Background Questionnaire (Form BQ) 
1) Age :                 Years Old 
 
2) Gender :              Male                  Female       
 
3) Ethnic Group :                        Malay                    Chinese                    Others : (     Specify   ) 
 
4) Marital Status :                 Currently Married                  Single/Never-Married 
 
 Divorced/Separated                    Widowed 
 
5) Educational Level  :   No Formal Education                Primary Education 
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 Secondary Education                         Tertiary Education 
 
           Others : (          Specify            ) 
 
6) Household Head : (          Specify (Who)          ) (         Specify( Relationship)          ) 
 
7) Housing :           Owner                    Tenant (Paying Rent)  
 
         In-Kind (Not-Paying Rent) 
 
8) Living Arrangement:  Who else is living together with you (if any)?       
 (      Specify (Relationship)     )   
 
3) Semi-Structured Interview 
“We are going to start the interview session. You can treat it as telling me the life story about 
yourself. I am interested in hearing about how you came to be childless in old age and what effects 
it has had on your life. I will ask you some questions to assist you in telling me your stories. There 
is no boundary in terms of the length of your stories, just treat me as a younger person who is 
interested in your life story. If you would like to stop the conversation at any point during the 
interview session, please let me know.”   
 
Part 1 : Understanding participants’ life experiences that lead to them being childless 
Purpose : Account participant’s perspectives on their lives as childless older person  
(In attempt to begin a conversation on how participant became a childless older person and 
understanding participant’s perspective as who they are now)  
 
Main Question : 
Ask a question/find out about how they came to be childless. Categorise them and go on with open-
ended questions accordingly.  
A) Never had children in lifetime ; 
B) Lost all their children ; Or 
C) Estranged or no contact with their children 
 
Questions : 
For those who never had children in their lifetime 
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1) How did this occur? What are the main factors do you think resulted/could have resulted in 
you never having children? Was there a clear decision? Who made it? Why?  
(Probing them into talking about their pathways to childlessness in old age in the context of 
social, historical, economic, policy, family, education etc.) 
 
2) What other options/alternatives/choices were there for you at times of transition? (e.g. going 
to work, marriage, childbearing years, responsibility to older parents etc.) How did you 
manage it? 
 
3) (If decision was clear) What are the things that you and others have considered before 
making the decision of being childless/unmarried?  (e.g. health, employment etc.) 
 
4) Ask them to talk about their family, education, employment, broader context expectations, 
culture, policy etc. And, the impact these had on them being childless then and now?  
OR 
For those who lost all their children/estranged or no contact with their children 
1) What has happened in your life that led you to this position? (Look for their life 
events/transitions into childlessness) 
 
2) What has or could have influenced your pathways to childlessness in old age? (Ask them to 
talk about it in the context of social, historical, economic, policy, family, education etc.)  
 
3) Is there anything that you wish you could have done differently? (Probe around the contexts 
as stated above) 
CONTINUE WITH … 
1) Is there help you needed that was or was not available at the various points in your life?  
 
2) What do you think others will think about your current position? For example, how do you 
describe the perceptions of your family and your community on your current position? How 
do you feel about that? 
 
3) What do you think the roles of children are in your society, community and culture? What 
does this mean to you as someone without children in older age? 
 
4) What are some of the advantages/disadvantages of not having children in old age? At other 
stages of your life? 
---END of PART 1--- 
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“I am interested in talking with you about what your current arrangements are to support yourself in 
older age in terms of finances, housing, help with any tasks and social contacts”.   
Part 2 : Exploration of participant’s social support (e.g. financial, emotional, help with task, 
informational) experiences & participant's ability in managing their needs                                                                          
Purpose: Continue the conversation to lead them to talk about their social support experiences and 
needs 
Question : 
1) What are positive points/challenges in your life at this point? (Let them talk about their life 
events that are important to them and elaborate how they see their life)  
 
2) What would you do when you need help/support with (financial, emotional, help with tasks, 
informational)?  
 
3) Who do you seek help from or contact? (e.g. friends, relatives, welfare assistance, Zakat 
etc.) 
 
4) How have they been helpful when you are in need? 
 
5) How do you feel about the kind of support that you can access? Why? Is the amount/type of 
support sufficient now and in the past? How? What would you do if it is not? What about 
social support in the future? (Explore plans and any challenges) 
 
6) Could you please describe your current relationship with your family, relatives, friends and 
etc? Have these always been like this? Do you contact them when you are in need? Explore 
why or why not you contact them when you are in need (Follow-up from whom do they 
look for help)  
 
7) What are the impacts of being childless on your experiences with social support? Is there 
any difficulty/ease that you have experienced? (Probe accordingly, taking into account their 
pathways into childlessness and the contexts)  
 
8) What are the things that have happened in your life you think have/could possibly have 
affected your source of support in old age? (Look for opportunities and/or challenges in their 
life. Ask them to elaborate more) 
 
9) Is there anything you wish you could have done differently/better when you think about 
your support needs now? (e.g. building stronger social contacts)  
---END of PART 2--- 
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“We are almost at the end of the interview. I appreciate how much time you are putting in to telling 
me your story”.  
Part 3 : End of the interview 
Purpose : Thank participants for their time and effort with a token of appreciation. Discuss follow 
up interview (where necessary). Ask final few questions as conclusion of the interview. 
Question :  
1) How do you see yourself in the future? (e.g. 10–20 years) 
 
2) What are the important things that you wish others to learn from your life? (e.g. to younger 
generation/children/middle-aged group or etc.)  
 
3) What would you like the government/agencies/communities to know about your life?   
 
4) (Sum-up main points) Is this what you see as the most important aspects? (Look from 
individual and social point of view) 
 
5) How do you feel about the interview process? What does it mean to you? 
---END of PART 3--- 
 
Thank you for your time and effort. Would you like to have a summary of the findings after the 
analysis has been done? It will be in your preferred language. I pass this envelope to you as a token 
of appreciation for participating in this study. Once again, thank you. 
 
---END of INTERVIEW--- 
 
